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Chapter 1.

A commonality between a study on a management board, 
operating theater and pastoral communities: Underlying 
dynamics and persistent practices

The differences between a Northern European organization or institution, on the one 
hand, and an Eastern African pastoralist community, on the other, are far more manifest 
than the commonalities that exist between them. At first glance, it might seem quite a 
stretch to conjoin three empirical studies in one book; a study within the management 
board of a health care organization and a study surrounding the operating theater of an 
academic hospital in the Netherlands, on the one hand, and a study within indigenous 
– Maasai and Samburu – communities wherein the practice of girl circumcision is 
performed in Kenya, on the other. However, there is a commonality one would hardly 
expect between an attempt to account for persistent behavioral patterns with dysfunc-
tional entrepreneurial consequences in organizations and to account for enduring patterns 
with damaging health consequences for girls and women in pastoralist communities. This 
research is about the underlying psychological dynamics involved in such practices. To 
make it clear, this research is not about making another exotic board-tribe or organization- 
tribe comparison of the kind one can come across in some popular management literature. 
It is a mistake to think you can replace or transplant practices from one context to the 
other; from a pastoralist lifestyle to the management of an organization. Rites of passage 
– a main topic in Part Two – are not prescribed for organizations. The adage is that: “Any 
transition needs to be well managed within its own terms: the terms applying to a different 
transition in a different culture are not appropriate” (Bigger, 2010, p. 6). This, of course, 
applies in both directions. Moreover, hereinafter the term ‘tribe’ will be avoided as much as 
possible. It perpetuates deceptive stereotypes and obscures the complex, present- 
day reality of African communal life (Lowe, Brimah, Marsh, Minter & Muyangwa, 1997).

The commonality I am hinting at is of a different kind and is found in the underlying 
psychological dynamics of being part of tightly knit, exclusive groups or communities. 
These dynamics are closely tied to practices that cannot be changed or replaced in a  
pick-and-choose manner. The particularities and peculiarities of these practices are the 
result of a long learning history. Membership to such groups or communities involves 
continuous, hard work. Ferreting out these dynamics requires renewed psychological 
theory about what group-membership entails and a distinct approach to conducting field 
research, as will be outlined in the following chapters.

The objectives in all studies of such groups – a management board, a medical specialty 
and an indigenous community – are different. In the first study, the objective is to describe 
the underlying psychological dynamics within a management board. In the second study, 
the objective is to better understand change resistance amongst medical professionals in a 
hospital. In the study on the practice of girl circumcision the objective is not only to 
describe, but also to gain a contextualized understanding that helps to eliminate this 
practice and bring durable solutions to girls at risk. To achieve these objectives all three 
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studies move beyond the idea of culture. Neither does a ‘culture of greed’ account for the 
variability that exists within a management board or the dynamics between its members, 
nor do communities in which girl circumcision is practiced have a ‘backward culture’. 
Both are examples of depreciatory – and the latter also discriminatory – characterizations 
of an entire group of people that are completely unhelpful. As will be demonstrated in the 
second case study on change resistance amongst medical professionals, even the notion of 
professional autonomy, at least in its day-to-day usage and as a managerial concept, can 
become quite unhelpful. In all cases, and especially when changing behavior or elimi-
nating a harmful practice is the objective, more specificity is required. Who are the actors? 
Who is doing what? What are their motives? And most importantly, what do people have 
to gain from maintaining the status quo? There is something about being part of these 
tightly knit, exclusive and often elite groups that makes changing even the slightest aspect 
of the way its members are used to go about their business difficult. And that needs deeper 
understanding, especially when maintaining a status quo is not an option. Girls being 
subjected to a practice whereby they are cut on their private parts, for instance, needs to 
stop; even if the practice is discursively elevated to a ‘cultural’ practice and even if it 
occurs in other communities than our own.

When I was a student in industrial and organizational psychology, my internship super-
visor Steven ten Have – himself a member of several boards – suggested to take up research 
on the psychological dynamics within boardrooms. It appeared to us that much what was 
said or written about boardroom dynamics was either somewhat sensationalist or too 
abstract. After the global financial crisis and speculations in the news about malpractice 
within boardrooms, the social relevance of this topic was certain. And a first literature 
search on boardroom dynamics revealed that some scholars – most notably management 
and leadership scholar Morton Huse – had already been calling for more research on 
actual behavioral interactions between the actors that make up boards, instead of only 
focusing on readily available input-output variables (Gabrielsson & Huse, 2004; Huse, 
2005, 2007). Due to the practical and ethical challenges involved, studies using participant 
observation are rare, but this methodology is best suited to open “the “black box” of 
actual board behavior” (Huse & Zattoni, 2008, p. 72). Answering to Steven ten Have’s 
and then Morton Huse’s call became the prelude to a research trajectory with a focus on 
opening more ‘black boxes’. To me, black boxes are groups and communities that are 
tightly knit, exclusive, often elite and whose members do not like to be changed.

The beginning stages of this research trajectory developed my thinking on change,  
resistance to change and culture in such a manner that it became applicable to tenacious 
cultural practices not only within organizations but also related to societal and public 
health issues. As I started to explore opportunities and theoretical inroads for empirically 
investigating the psychological dynamics within a management board in 2012, I soon 
noticed – from reading about and actually talking to managers and consultants – that in 
management discourse the notion of culture is frequently deployed in relation to gover-
nance issues, resistance to change and behavioral dynamics more general. In fact, culture 
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was deployed so frequently that the notion could not be bypassed. Just as importantly, the 
notion also carried the promise of becoming a useful theoretical concept for achieving my 
own research objectives: describing and explaining behavior within tightly knit, exclusive 
groups. But the latter proved to be a disappointment. Even though the notion of culture 
is part and parcel of management discourse and despite sifting through a decent amount 
of management literature, I was not able to figure out exactly how the idea of culture is 
helpful or could be meaningfully employed to explain behavior. That is, if real people are 
already the main research subjects and if you do not need convincing that people matter, 
there seems to be no direct need to add culture to the explanatory mix; not as a variable, 
not as a contextual factor and not as a residual category for tacit, inexplicable behaviors. 
And this is not just my subjective reverie. Scholars from other academic disciplines, such 
as anthropology (Abu-Lughod, 1991) and, more specifically, cultural psychology 
(Baerveldt, 1998; Baerveldt & Verheggen, 1999; Verheggen, 2005) question the useful-
ness of the notion of culture, and instead encourage us to look beyond culture. Cultural 
psychologists Paul Voestermans and Theo Verheggen (2013) in their book Culture as 
Embodiment: The Social Tuning of Behavior – a book that is frequently referred to in my 
research – dissect how the notion of culture is often misused as an excuse, metaphor or 
label. Without positing culture as a variable, contextual factor or shared inner state, they 
do propose a theoretical framework that helps to better understand group-typical behavior 
and the tenacity of cultural practices. According to these psychologists, culture is not ‘out 
there’ as some kind of an external force field pushing and pulling on people, but immanent 
in people’s psychologies. However, it is important to emphasize that this immanency is 
not to be understood in terms of – rather unfathomable processes of – internalization, or 
as a purely mentalistic affair. Instead, they propose that understanding how people become 
part of a cultural group and the way their minds operate in this context is best understood 
with reference to specific agreements, conventions and social arrangements on the basis of 
which people in these groups coordinate their attention and behavior. 

The three concepts mentioned above – agreements, conventions, arrangements – were 
first coined in this configuration by social psychologist John D. Greenwood (1994) for the 
purpose of explaining the intrinsically social nature of emotions. The content of feelings 
of anger, pride, shame, and so forth can be explained with reference to the agreements, 
conventions and arrangements of a particular group or community. Shame, for example, 
is felt when someone considers his or her actions to be degrading to oneself. The specific 
content of shame, however, is not a universal given. I anticipate feeling genuine shame in 
the case I accidentally were to plagiarize someone else’s work. This feeling is understood 
considering the rules and conventions of the academic community that I am part of. 
However, in my early teenage years I would feel genuine pride if I got away with shop-
lifting magazines and candy. I earned respect amongst my age-mates by proving that I 
was cunning and had guts. An accurate understanding of my behavior, in this case, is not 
achieved through introspection or with causal reference to an inner state or attitude. The 
abovementioned Voestermans and Verheggen expounded this basic idea into an elaborate 
psychological theory of the cultural patterning of behavior. I, in turn, used their approach 
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as a basis for investigating behavioral dynamics within tightly knit, exclusive groups, 
starting with my descriptive study on boardroom dynamics and my case study on change 
resistance amongst medical professionals.

Within the larger framework of this dissertation, the first two case studies can be seen as 
tests of the empirical applicability of the enactive approach put forward by Voestermans 
and Verheggen, which represents a radical breach with mainstream thinking on culture, 
as will be expounded in Part One. The third empirical study with the objective to better 
understand the cultural practice of girl circumcision amongst Maasai and Samburu 
communities in Kenya and to assess efforts aimed at encouraging people to abandon this 
practice forms the centerpiece of this dissertation, and will be expounded in Part Two.

All studies were conducted in (public) health care settings. Each study was more complex 
than the previous one; in matters of ethics, scope, feasibility, logistics and objective. In 
chronological order, the research went from describing the psychological dynamics of 
managing a health care organization, to understanding change resistance amongst medical 
professionals in a hospital, to working on the elimination of girl circumcision in partner-
ship with a non-governmental, African-based health care organization. As indicated 
earlier, the studies also have in common that in each of them a specific cultural psycho-
logical frame was adopted to account for group-typical behavior and tenacious practices. 
Furthermore, in all studies a discourse analytical approach (Potter & Whetherell, 1987, 
1995; Willig, 2008) was adopted to analyze interviews and conversations. In all studies,  
I needed to pierce through the abstractions that people use to account for their own and 
other’s behavior. Often, these were cover-ups and distractions, and they were always over-
simplifications. The centerpiece study on girl circumcision most clearly demonstrates that 
in order to understand why people are so committed to continuing a practice that is 
outlawed and harmful to the health of girls and women, one cannot concede that it is 
because of culture. Yet, this was the most readily available and often-heard justification 
given by my research subjects; that girl circumcision is a ‘must-do’, because of culture. 
This misuse of culture is a recurring theme in all studies.

My research is done on real (i.e. not aggregate) people whether in an organization or in a 
community; people working, people making decisions, people disagreeing, people 
managing and people taking care of one another, in health care management and parti-
cularly – where the wider communal context is at issue – in the area of sexual health. The 
anaphora above (people …, people …, people …) is used to lay emphasis on the coordi-
nation of actions between people as an ongoing and mutual affair. My particular focus is 
on what happens when people go about their business amongst their own kin and kind and 
within their own environments, on the one hand, and when, on the other, abstractions like 
culture, values, norms and other ingredients of the surrounding world are superimposed 
upon them. When a group of people or a community resists change or holds on to harmful 
practices with all one’s might and against better judgement, it is hard for those outside 
this circle to find out why this is. But apart from outsiders, even group members them-
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selves may find it hard to agree amongst one another why change is difficult or should be 
resisted. For both outsiders and insiders, it is tempting to provide culture as a justification 
or as an explanation for the status quo. However, instead of playing the ‘culture card’ it is 
probably better to flesh out in more detail what is really going on between those people. 
This, of course, involves getting some sense of what is at stake and the emotions and the 
feelings that go along with it. It means that one has to spend quite some time with these 
people in their own cultivated environment. And once understanding evolves by seeing 
what is really going on, one gradually realizes that invoking the notion of culture brings 
you no closer to figuring out why people do as they do, and how to change that.

If organizational mergers fail or if there are issues related to the integration of immigrants, 
it is often very tempting to characterize these kinds of problems in terms of a clash of 
cultures. However, that is an odd metaphor: cultures neither clash nor collide. If journal-
ists, organizational and community leaders and above all social scientists use this kind of 
metaphorical language or propose that the causes for trouble or failed change lie in the 
clashing of cultures, they cannot hide behind metaphors, but instead should try to account 
for how this collision works for the real people at stake in these characterizations. If this 
cannot be done in precise detail, one better stay far away from this sort of characteri-
zation. Accounting for people’s behavior by means of shorthand metaphors is risky. People 
are conveniently lumped together, which results in the obfuscation of behavioral dynamics 
and behavioral variability. In these cases, the shorthand metaphors function as stopgaps; 
blocking more thorough investigations into what is happening. Not knowing what is 
happening whilst believing you do – taking a metaphor for an explanation – can be 
harmful. Decision-makers, managers or leaders may start thinking they need to act upon 
a metaphor; by means of an intervention, a change program or even a preemptive war. 
The perceived threat of another culture is spoken about in terms of tsunamis, colliding 
tectonic plates or worse. Unfortunately, this is not a far-fetched idea or an exaggeration. 
There are examples abound of leaders that start to believe in their own made-up or already 
existing metaphors, with disastrous consequences. While these off-the-cuff descriptions 
presented as explanation might be intuitively appealing to an uninformed audience, they 
are not very helpful to practitioners that try to bring about solution-oriented change for 
those causes that really need our attention, as outlined in the following paragraph.

1.1  Contribution to accomplishment Sustainable 
Development Goal 5.3

At a United Nations summit in 2015, high-level state representatives adopted an ambitious 
agenda for sustainable development on issues of poverty, inequality and climate. They 
formulated 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) that were launched in the beginning 
of 2016. This dissertation - in Part Two - aims to contribute to the achievement of SDG 
No. 5, gender equality and empowerment of women and girls, and more specifically to  
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No. 5.3, the elimination of harmful practices (United Nations Population Fund [UNFPA], 
2018). Girl circumcision is a cultural practice in the sense that it is a historically embedded 
practice and, in some communities, quite literally incorporates girls into the fold as 
women. Within a global discourse on women’s health and universal human rights – sexual 
and reproductive health and rights (SRHRs) – this cultural practice is considered  
a harmful practice. As such, girl circumcision is termed female genital mutilation (FGM). 
I need to be aware, though, that I myself am entangled within this contemporary global 
discourse, as likely most of my readers and audiences are. However, not everybody is. The 
practice of girl circumcision is embedded in an indigenous arrangement and very likely 
spoken about by practicing people themselves whilst drawing from alternative, unfamiliar 
discourses in which this practice makes perfect logical and affective sense. Change  
practitioners need to engage with these complexities if they aim at durable solutions for 
the girls at risk and these communities at large.

Governments and non-governmental organizations have put in considerable effort to 
encourage people to abandon girl circumcision, either by passing laws and attempting to 
enforce these or by organizing awareness campaigns. But the practice continues to persist. 
And that is why some health organizations – Amref Health Africa being one – are looking 
for alternative ways to encourage people to stop girl circumcision by attempting to account 
for what this practice means to the people themselves. For the Maasai and Samburu 
communities visited in this study, girl circumcision is thought to primarily signify a tran-
sition from girlhood to womanhood (Saitoti, 1980; Spencer, 1965; Van Der Kwaak, 
Baltissen, Plummer, Ferris & Nduba, 2012). Therefore, in communities wherein this practice 
is thought to function as a rite of passage, alternative rites of passage are introduced. These 
rites are supposed to mimic the original ones, but without girls having to be cut. However, 
field researchers have noticed that in some Maasai communities a shift in meaning 
ascribed to the practice of girl circumcision has occurred. To avoid detection and  
prosecution, girl circumcision is performed at increasingly younger ages and has become 
disentangled from signifying a rite of passage by which a girl earns the right to marry and 
bear children. As a consequence, alternative rites of passage might become less relevant as 
a lever of change (Van Bavel, Coene & Leye, 2017). But even before these findings were 
published, Amref Health Africa acknowledged this alternative intervention came about 
by a trial-and-error process and without a clear theory or framework of culture by which 
to guide its design and implementation. So, an investigation into whether this intervention 
resonates with the community members as intended and, if so, on what basis was required.

1.2 Culture-of-the-Gaps

My debunking of culture as an explanatory concept can be summarized by referring to 
the classic “fallacy of the God-of-the-Gaps” (Bube, 1971, p. 203). Evangelist Henry 
Drummond (1904) and theologian Dietrich Bonhoeffer (1953) were both men of faith 
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and science enthusiasts. And they were both equally disturbed by attempts to prove God’s 
existence by filling the gaps in our knowledge about the world with God. As such, the 
notion of God is employed as a stopgap. These attempts to prove God’s existence are 
self-defeating; eventually God will be pushed more and more to the background once our 
understanding of phenomena that were previously not understood evolves. Once we try 
to fill the gap in our understanding of human behavior by invoking the notion of culture 
– be it in case of an unsuccessful merger, failed integration, resistance to change or 
perceived misunderstanding between people of different backgrounds – we do something 
comparable; we use culture in those cases as a proof of its existence. But culture does not 
exist that way. Sure, it exists in the colloquial use of Culture with a capital C, which refers 
to people’s accomplishments in arts and science. But once we try to understand people’s 
behavior, the use of culture as an explanatory concept is an epistemological error. The 
problem we encounter by doing so is succinctly formulated by cultural psychologist  
Theo Verheggen (2005, p. 10): all we do is “to confuse observations with the operational  
determinants of conduct”. We may see culture, but that is not what causes the behavior; 
what causes the behavior is all that goes on in the concrete interactions between people.  
The title of this paragraph refers to this misuse of the culture concept. It signifies that 
culture often functions as a spurious explanation for problems or issues that can nonetheless 
be real and relevant to organizations or to society at large. I call this the fallacy of the 
Culture-of-the-Gaps.

Culture-of-the-Gaps refers to more than a fallacy. It is also intended to position this 
research as a specific sphere of thinking about the human psyche amongst different  
disciplines of similar nomenclature. The questions and objectives of this research require 
a very specific, contextualized approach to analyzing the social patterning of behavior 
within groups and communities. This is distinct from attempts to bridge a so-called 
culture gap along national lines or from a type of cross-cultural psychology with a focus 
on the measurement of quantifiable parameters and resulting statistical aggregates (e.g., 
Fox & Carté, 2004; Hofstede, 1980; 2001). In general, it is argued that in the pursuit of 
quantifiability, cross-cultural psychology has been a move away from the study of what 
happens between real people and their actual experiences, and therefore a different type 
of cultural psychology is warranted (Valsiner, 2014; Voestermans & Verheggen, 2013). 
The debate over whether these two strands of research – cross-cultural psychology and 
cultural psychology – are complementary and/or compatible is ongoing (Ellis & Stam, 
2015). The aim of this dissertation is not to resolve that debate, but simply to find or 
develop concepts and methods suitable for the purpose of studying what happens between 
people and gaining an understanding of how they experience their world.

It is commonly accepted practice in the management of organizations to measure culture 
by means of preconceived parameters. These parameters, in conjunction, are thought to 
constitute the culture an organization – or department of that organization – is supposed 
to have. The underlying assumption is that the relevant parameters, questions to be asked 
or items to be scored are known beforehand. Respondents are fitted into that mold. Most 
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notably, social psychologist and scholar on organizational culture Edgar H. Schein (1990, 
1996, 2006) warned that researchers and practitioners following these kinds of approaches 
run the risk of myopically focusing on their measures while missing out on paramount 
concerns unique to the organization and its members. For readers coming from a discur-
sive psychological or cultural psychological background pointing out the propositional 
nature of this type of survey research might be so obvious, that it is not even worth 
mentioning. But the very word culture within mainstream management discourse can 
automatically trigger meanings – surveys, values, typologies, culture audits, color schemes 
– embedded within rather different academic and professional paradigms. Some of the 
things advocated in this dissertation challenge a management discourse wherein culture 
is expected and advocated to bring solace. 

I am attempting to investigate and write beyond the idea of culture. This dissertation is 
relevant to community leaders, organizational leaders and health practitioners alike. I 
would also like to invite readers coming from a management background to pay close 
attention – in Part Two – to how different people in and around Maasai and Samburu 
communities are addressing change of the tenacious cultural practice of girl circumcision. 
For some it might seem a stretch to see the relevance of it, but that should not be the case. 
This is a test case example of ‘culture’ change management by Amref Health Africa, local 
authorities and the communities themselves on an issue that has affected 200 million girls 
and women globally and puts 3 million girls at risk annually (World Health Organization 
[WHO], 2018). 

To understand the different positions people can take up and the stakes involved, I needed 
to interview, observe, cross-check, re-interview, dance, eat and live with the people. Back 
in the Netherlands I analyzed what I heard and observed, going through transcripts and 
field notes. The analyses enabled me to create an integrated framework of how girl circum-
cision and alternative rites of passage are embedded in a wider social arrangement. Half a 
year later I flew back to some of the communities I had visited, to validate the framework 
by presenting it to members of these communities and seeing and hearing whether it 
resonated. Adjustments were made based on feedback received from the community 
members themselves. It was a difficult and laborious endeavor, but it was about real people, 
real stakes, revealing stories and true feelings from beginning to end. Nothing I found 
was alienating or bizarre, but instead experience-near and logical. And it did not need the 
notion of culture. Managers and leaders, I contend, that talk ‘culture’ can benefit and 
learn from what the Maasai and Samburu have been doing and are doing within their 
own communities to effect change. 

To summarize the above,  I would like to conclude this paragraph with a few words on 
defining culture. Culture can be defined any number of ways, but I feel some apprehen-
sion to abide by any one definition. By analogy with the ‘Culture-of-the-Gaps’, I take 
issue with its usage as a reified notion, or even as a deified notion – as some sort of 
supra-individual with agency and power over people. Whenever given the opportunity, I 
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enter the public debate and speak out against this fallacy (e.g., Graamans, 2016; Graamans, 
ten Have & ten Have, 2016a, 2016b, 2016c, 2019a). I have no interest in upholding the 
notion of culture. I am actually more worried about and concerned with the way culture 
is deployed to mask the real underlying issues. However, it would be too easy to leave it at 
that. While taking serious note of the reservations made above, the term culture can still 
have some utility. In this dissertation the term culture is conceptualized in two related 
manners. First, the term culture can be understood as an invitation to empirically inves-
tigate what happens between people amongst their own kin and kind within their own 
cultivated environment. As expounded in more detail in Chapter 3, when an issue is 
raised in terms of culture – and is not deployed as an excuse, metaphor or label – one can 
tentatively assume two things: that something is at stake for at least a substantial subset 
of people and that it involves enduring patterns of behavior. This, in turn, warrants further 
investigation. Second, culture can be construed as sets of group-typical practices that 
result from a long learning history of coordinating attention and behavior, and that are 
continuously enacted within a viable community of practitioners (see also: Baerveldt, 
1998; Baerveldt & Verheggen, 1999; Maturana & Varela, 1998).

 

 Image 1.1 - Member checks and validation framework in June 2017

Having debunked culture as an explanation or operational determinant of behavior, the 
question arises whether the related notion of culture change signifies something substantial, 
or is more like chasing an illusive phantom. It is my take that if culture is conceived of as 
a ‘thing’ that can be ‘implemented’ – as it is often constructed within management 
discourse – and culture change is conceived of as a picking and choosing from a cabinet 
of desirable behaviors in order to replace undesirable behaviors, certainly it is like chasing 



[ 22 ]

Chapter 1.

a ghost. However, in line with the above working definitions of culture, culture change 
can also be conceived as a careful recalibration of the coordination of actions between 
people by those people and as experimentation with alternative shapes of behavior. Culture 
change is the development of new practices embedded in a supportive and viable 
community through play, experimentation, practice and training. This conceptualization, 
in turn, offers opportunities for change to be further explored.

1.3 About the chapters

This dissertation builds up to a contextualized understanding of the complexity of 
changing a harmful cultural practice in tightly knit, indigenous communities. In Part 
Two, this research trajectory on the practice of girl circumcision among Maasai and 
Samburu communities in Kenya is expounded. However, in Part One, the research on 
girl circumcision is preceded by two case studies on other tightly knit, exclusive ‘indige-
nous’ groups; a top management team of a large health care organization and members of 
a medical specialty within an academic hospital in the Netherlands. Although these two 
case studies represent a development of empirically investigating cultural practices, they 
have substantial relevance and worth in their own right. Both boardroom dynamics and 
changing medical professional practices in the face of current and pending expenditure 
cuts are topics that deserve our fullest attention. In that sense, these case studies are not 
to be conceived as subservient to my research reported on in Part Two.

Included in this dissertation are 6 papers. Chapter 3 is a paper that has been submitted to 
a scholarly journal and is currently under review. Chapter 4 is a translation of a paper 
published in the Dutch peer-reviewed journal Tijdschrift voor Management en Organisatie. 
Chapter 5 is a paper that has recently been accepted for publication in the peer-reviewed 
Journal of Organizational Change Management. Chapters 7, 8 and 9 are papers as published 
in the peer-reviewed journals Sexual and Reproductive Health Matters, Culture, Health & 
Sexuality and The Pan African Medical Journal, respectively. I was the principal investigator 
of all empirical studies – on boardroom dynamics, change resistance in a hospital and girl 
circumcision – and first author of all co-authored papers. The order of the chapters is 
structured according to scope, and by and large chronological.

Chapter 2 – expounds the development of the psychological perspective, methodologies 
and techniques adopted in the empirical studies. The theoretical background and methods 
sections in the included papers themselves tend to be succinct. Since these papers have to 
be comprehensible on their own, in the setup of this dissertation a certain degree of repe-
ti        tiveness in explaining key concepts is inevitable. However, for other researchers to 
replicate or improve the studies included in this dissertation further clarification of what 
has been done and with what intent is warranted. Due to word limitations set, for instance, 
I was not able to expound in detail the importance of the ‘expressive body’ by which 
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people coordinate each other’s attention and behavior affectively and in taken-for-granted 
fashion. And yet, this is a fundamental aspect of the cultural psychological frame I build 
upon. Through their physical bodies people give their words expressive power, but their 
bodies are also sources of meaning not in need of words at all. The body bears the effects 
of a long learning history: learning how to behave, but also getting impregnated by the 
kind of job someone does, or profession someone is involved in. This conceptualization 
resembles the ‘habitus’ of sociologist Pierre Bourdieu (1977), but it is drawn into 
psychology. Accounting for embodiment is the main reason for adopting the particular 
cultural psychological approach advocated by Voestermans and Verheggen (2013). 
Cultural and ritualized practices get engraved in the body – and in the case of girl circum-
cision quite literally. By the continuous enactment of these practices within one’s 
community, the senses become attuned to that community, resulting in a ‘sensorium’ that 
determines what can be subjectively felt. Emotions, feelings, preferences and tastes become 
streamlined accordingly. The onus is on the affective formation of group-typical patterns 
and practices, and less so as a mentalistic affair. Practices construct a sense of identity and 
produce feelings of group-belonging. The enactment of these practices is continuous and, 
whether people are aware of it or not, takes the bulk of their time and energy. Acquiring 
and maintaining a sense of identity is laborious. People work on their identities by living 
them experientially within viable communities. Given the long-term and demanding 
nature of these endeavors, these may be referred to as ‘identity projects’ (Harré, 1983a, 
1983b), possibly consisting of multiple ‘moral careers’ (Goffman, 1961): a loving parent,  
a great lover, a fine colleague, a valued soccer team player, an exquisite wine connoisseur, 
a valiant warrior, a fierce hooligan, and so forth. These ‘projects’ or ‘careers’ are pursued 
with reference to specific sets of agreements, conventions and arrangements (ACAs) that 
people in these groups, organizations, social collectives, communities, or ‘cultures’ – if 
you will – are party to (Greenwood, 1994). Because people can vary in the extent to 
which they are involved in a group, Voestermans and Verheggen (2013) call these  
ACAs ‘identifiers of group-belonging’. Their conceptualization is slightly different from 
Greenwood’s. As Greenwood does, they underscore the intrinsically social nature of 
emotions, motives and commitments – with reference to ACAs, but put more emphasis 
on the importance of embodiment in learning to become part of a group. Therefore, they 
specifically reserve the term ‘arrangement’ for those group-typical patterns and practices  
that are enacted affectively and physically within a specifically cultivated environment 
(speci fically designed public and private spaces, use of natural resources, climate, etcetera). 
Arrangements may or may not be articulated. They are mostly taken-for-granted and 
expressed in practices, and can sometimes be articulated in art forms – the latter being my 
own contention or conceptual addition. In contrast, agreements are always explicit.  
Articulation is the prerequisite for any viable agreement. The ACAs, in turn and concep-
tualized as such, have become the markers by which to organize and analyze the data of 
my research.

Through human embodiment people have learned to coordinate each other’s attention 
and behavior linguistically in a manner that seems unrivaled amongst other species 
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(Maturana & Varela, 1998). People operate in language and cannot escape it. Evidently, 
accounting for language practices is paramount. Therefore, I have complemented my 
research with a discourse analytical approach to analyzing interviews and conversations. 
One of the aims of this research is to bring the analyses closer to the experience of the 
people under investigation. This is exactly what critical health psychologist Carla Willig 
(1998, 2008) aims to do when she details how inferences can be made about subjective 
experience by analyzing how people use or are embedded within language, or ‘discourse’. 
With respect to discourse analysis her guidelines are followed. Her conceptualization of a 
‘subject position’ bears some similarity to the idea of an ‘identity project’. Despite some of 
the conceptual differences – subject positions are linguistically constructed, whereas 
identity projects are actual, real-life pursuits (with reference to sets of ACAs as concep-
tualized by Greenwood (1994)) – the idea of a subject position, I propose, can be used as 
an analytical tool to make inferences about the identity project and moral careers someone 
actively pursues. This idea, in turn, forms the main justification for incorporating discourse 
analysis into the cultural psychological frame of my research.

Included in this chapter is a paragraph on measures taken to account for the quality of the 
empirical studies. This is warranted, because I try to appeal to a broad audience that 
includes psychologists, epidemiologists, health care practitioners, and a newer brand of 
evidence-based managers. All of us struggle to understand culture, but the scientific 
paradigms we adhere to can be different. I hope to convince my audiences of the necessity 
to look beyond the idea of culture; thoroughly, qualitatively and objectively. Chapter 2 
ends with some reflections on how to get and maintain entrance into tightly knit, exclusive 
groups. Gaining entrance takes time and patience. The work, time and resources put in 
will largely remain unseen. But when having gained entrance the researcher is confronted 
with another dilemma; the unresolvable double bind of having gained entrance and trust, 
but also information that the research subjects themselves might not like to see disclosed 
to a wider audience. All the topics of my research – boardroom dynamics, medical 
practices and girl circumcision – are easily sensationalized. As a researcher – and not a 
journalist – I must guard against this tendency and protect my research subjects from 
risks, reputational or otherwise, as much as I reasonably can. 

Chapter 3 – co-authored with Wouter ten Have and Steven ten Have – is a conceptual 
paper wherein the problem of the hypostatization of culture in organizations is 
addressed. Whereas some anthropologists and cultural psychologists are gradually 
abandoning culture as a construct that carries the promise of explaining behavior, in 
management science and management practice it still enjoys popularity, with some 
authors advocating it as the way to safety, quality, high-performance and ethical 
conduct. An alternative framework – or flowchart as depicted in the central illustration 
of Part One – is presented that can guide practitioners’ thinking about culture and that 
offers ways to address ‘cultural’ issues in organizations. After a discursive psychological 
investigation into how culture is deployed, an analysis along the ACAs is proposed. 
Depending on the outcomes of that analysis, informed choices can be made about how 
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to intervene – if at all, and on which level along the dimensions of articulation and 
involvement the intervention should occur. 

Chapter 4 – co-authored with Leonard Millenaar and Wouter ten Have – is a descriptive 
case study on the underlying psychological dynamics within the top management team 
of a large health care organization in the Netherlands conducted in 2013. As expounded 
in Chapter 2, three identifiers of group-belonging are distinguished: agreements, conven-
tions and social arrangements (ACAs). Agreements relevant to the management board 
were extracted from official documents such as job descriptions, codes of conduct, mission 
and vision statements, organograms and a strategic multi-year policy plan. To uncover 
relevant conventions the board members were interviewed and Scott-Morgan’s (1994) 
unwritten-rules-analysis was conducted on the interview transcripts. Through a combina-
tion of participatively observing board meetings and conducting Foucauldian discourse 
analysis (Willig, 2008) on interviews and conversations, an attempt was made to reveal 
the experience-near, but more implicit social arrangements. Possible paradoxes between 
the different ACAs were also investigated. In this paper the differences between discursive 
psychology and Foucauldian discourse analysis are not accounted for. The nuances 
involved in employing Foucauldian discourse analysis to lay bare social arrangements, 
with regards to argumentative structure versus embodied experience, are also not expanded 
upon here.  

Chapter 5 – co-authored with Kjeld Aij, Alexander Vonk and Wouter ten Have – is a case 
study on the introduction of new surgical suture in a Dutch hospital operating theatre 
following a tender. Transition to working with new surgical suture was organized in 
accordance with legal and contractual provisions, and basic principles of change manage-
ment were applied, but resistance from surgeons led to the cancellation of supplies of the 
new suture. There was access to all documents relevant to the tendering procedure and 
crucial correspondence between stakeholders. Seventeen in-depth, one-hour interviews 
were conducted with key informants who were targeted through maximum variation 
sampling. Patients were not interviewed. The interviews were recorded, transcribed and 
analyzed by discourse analysis (Potter & Wetherell, 1987, 1995; Willig, 1998, 2008).  
A trial session and workshop were participatively observed. Especially for the cardiothoracic 
surgeons, suture appeared to be more than just stitching material. Suture as a tactile 
element in their day-to-day work environment is embedded within a social arrangement 
that ties elements of professional accountability, risk avoidance and direct patient care 
together in a way that makes sense and feels secure. This arrangement is not to be fumbled 
with by outsiders.

Chapter 6 – expounds in more detail the context in which the research project on efforts 
to encourage people to abandon girl circumcision took place. It also expounds the added 
value of the approach chosen for this research, especially contrasting it with – or, as a 
needed addition to – attitude research on girl circumcision and social norms approaches 
to change. Several non-governmental organizations – Amref Health Africa being one of 
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them – started implementing alternative rites of passage in communities where girl 
circumcision is thought to be practiced for the reason of demarcating a transition from 
girlhood to womanhood. Amref Health Africa started implementing this intervention 
without a clear framework or theory of culture by which to guide it. I was asked to  
investigate if and how this intervention is making sense. The implications are important, 
because the results might reveal that the intervention does not make any sense, needs to 
be adjusted or can be scaled-up as it is.

Chapter 7 – co-authored with Eefje Smet and Steven ten Have – consists of a short paper 
written and accepted for publication well after the research project was completed. It is 
included before the publications on the findings of this research project, because  
it calls for researchers and health practitioners working on sexual and reproductive  
health and rights to pay more attention to and account for the affective aspects of girl  
circumcision. It also succinctly introduces the cultural psychological approach adopted in 
this study to a wider audience that deals with research on and finding ways to improve 
women’s health. Within the structure of this dissertation this chapter bridges Chapter 6 
with Chapters 8 and 9.

Chapter 8 – co-authored with Peter Ofware, Peter Nguura, Eefje Smet and Wouter ten 
Have – presents an integral framework of the different and at times opposing ways people 
in the Maasai and Samburu communities visited in this study account for girl circumcision. 
An effort was also made to integrate the data within the ACA-framework. This was done 
to investigate to which extent people really feel compelled to act in a formally agreed upon 
manner, and how the formal relates to communally-based experiences. A call is made for 
more holistic approaches to change, but the wider implications for alternative rites of 
passage as implemented by Amref Health Africa, and anti-FGM programs in general, are 
not discussed.

Chapter 9 – co-authored with Tara Zolnikov, Eefje Smet, Peter Nguura, Lepantas Leshore 
and Steven ten Have – reflects on the implications for alternative rites of passage, as an 
intervention aimed at encouraging people to abandon girl circumcision, and anti-FGM 
programs more general. Reasons for non-adherence to anti-FGM programs, areas of 
concern and aspects to enhance are identified. This chapter is less concerned with the 
theoretical and methodological intricacies of studying culturally embedded practices, but 
more so with the practical implications of the outcomes. This paper is more specifically 
aimed at an audience consisting of policy makers and health practitioners working to 
bring an end to the practice of girl circumcision in the field in Africa.

Chapter 10 – is the concluding chapter of this dissertation. In line with some of the theo-
retical propositions of my predecessors, this research empirically demonstrates that 
cultures cannot be implemented and that cultural practices cannot be replaced in a pick-
and-choose way. However, that does not preclude change. Again, the call is made for a 
holistic approach to understanding and changing cultural practices. When it comes to 
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understanding behavioral dynamics and persistent patterns within tightly knit, exclusive 
groups and communities, a psychology is required that enables researchers to investigate 
how embodied beings affectively and automatically operate within local social arrange-
ments. Drawing inspiration from a particular strand of cultural psychology (Baerveldt, 
1998; Verheggen, 2005; Voestermans & Verheggen, 2013), discursive psychology (Potter 
& Wetherell, 1987, 1995) and Foucauldian discourse analysis (Willig, 1998, 2008)  
I investigated these dynamics thoroughly and methodically in several empirical settings 
related to (public) health care management. By means of some illustrative examples from 
my own research, limitations and pitfalls inherent to conducting research that involves 
group or community membership, emotions and feelings, high stakes and the precarious 
subject matter of sexual health are discussed. That notwithstanding, by now I hope to 
have demonstrated that it is possible to move beyond the abstract idea of culture in a way 
that is better, more real and more accurate.
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In the introductory chapter I pointed out the fallacy of the Culture-of-the-Gaps; culture 
as a spurious explanation to mask gaps in our knowledge of why people do as they do. 
Changing tenacious cultural practices requires a contextualized, specific understanding 
of behavioral patterning – whilst avoiding the use of reified notions and without  
metaphorical description. When writing up and summarizing my research on tightly 
knit, exclusive groups and communities, I attempt to act on the advice of social psycho-
logist Michael Billig (2013) not to turn people into things, to avoid academese and not to 
hide the researcher by shunning the first person. In the next chapter, I expand upon the  
theoretical underpinnings and methodological requirements of my empirical endeavors; 
starting with research on a management board and concluding with research on girl 
circumcision in pastoralist communities. When theoretical passages tend to become too 
abstract, I will follow-up with illustrative anecdotes from my own research.

Billig, M. (2013). Learn how to write badly: How to succeed in the social sciences. 

New York, NY: Cambridge University Press. 




