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ABSTRACT

Purpose: to articulate the categories of organizational learning, diversity
of practice, and ceremonialism in the context of multinational companies.
Originality/value: Learning perspective as a procedural phenomenon and
intervention factors such as ceremonialism may potentiate or hinder the
organizational learning process, contributing to new insights for both
multinational organizations and organizational learning research.
Design/methodology/approach: a theoretical essay that proposes an inte-
gration of the categories of organizational learning, diversity practices,
and ceremonialism in the context of multinational companies.
Findings: This work contributes to the construction of a research model
with a proposal for studies of organizational learning, diversity practi-
ces, and ceremonialism in the context of multinational companies.

KEYWORDS

Organizational learning. Organizational knowledge. Ceremonialism.
Diversity practices. Multinationals.

1. INTRODUCTION

This essay analyzes knowledge flow in learning and the interaction

process between organizational members that guides and modifies patterns
of organizational action and knowledge from the social perspective.
According to this perspective, learning is not only achieved through actors’
participation but is also constantly modified by interaction (Elkjaer, 1999)
so that changes are observed both in the order and in the regulations of
actions and practices (Chiva, Alegre, & Lapiedra, 2007; Gherardi, 2003).
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Considering social interactions in the construction of knowledge in the
organization, another important factor that has been the subject of recent
discussions is the importance of the context in which learning takes place
(Argote, 2011; Ramos Filho, 2012; Roth & Kostova, 2003). As Argote (2011)
highlights, context is an important factor for learning, because it contributes
to the understanding of actions, experiences, and interaction between actors
in the construction of organizational knowledge.

To be part of an institutional environment, the organization outlines its
strategies and defines the practices necessary to its actions based on a learning
process in which both the strategies outlined and the values are fed back in
this interaction. Often, strategically significant knowledge is embedded in and
sustained by the organizational culture. However, the meaning of knowledge
can be distorted and its usefulness diminished when actors inserted in a
different context do not perceive what the organization aims to achieve by
sharing specific knowledge (Easterby-Smith, Lyles, & Tsang, 2008).

This knowledge-sharing process is perceived in different locations in the
dynamics of the relationships of multinational companies. The distinction
of a multinational in a given context permeates its capacity for innovation
in products, production, and organizational processes, which is embedded
in the organizational system and its human resources (Figueiredo, 2011).
Sharing knowledge across geographical boundaries can be a further
complication because it involves different cultures and can influence how
people process, interpret, and use knowledge (Easterby-Smith et al., 2008).

When the adoption of new practices demanded by the external
environment is necessary for its legitimacy and the organization does
not consider that the changes will bring economic and efficiency benefits
to its production process, it can adopt ceremonial practices to validate
its performance toward the environment (Meyer & Rowan, 1977). The
perspective of ceremonialism (Meyer & Rowan, 1977) is included in this
essay as a category that contributes to understanding the organizational
learning process in terms of how multinationals face the process of internal
and external pressure, the need for conformity and legitimacy vis-d-vis the
environment in which it operates, and the ability to share practices between
the parent and the subsidiary.

In order to operationalize the identified problem, practices were chosen
that are related to the inclusion of people with disabilities (PWD) located in
the area of diversity management, which began in Brazil with changes in the
competitive environment in the 1990s. The diversity practices analyzed are
therefore specifically related to PWD, as seen in Brazilian law. This law can
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be considered an external demand that influences practices in organizations
that operate in the Brazilian context.

Although discussions on diversity in organizations have always followed
a discourse about its importance for the achievement of organizational
challenges and the search for competitive advantages due to openness
to different points of view (Alves & Galedo-Silva, 2004; Fernandes &
Silva, 2008; Gil, 2002; Perlin, Gomes, Kneipp, Frizzo, & Rosa, 2016), the
diversification of the workforce through the inclusion of PWD is not yet a
“desire of many organizations” (Fernandes & Silva, 2008, p. 187). According
to Ribeiro and Carneiro (2009), the institutional fragility observed in Brazil
constitutes one of the points that favor non-conformity with the quota law,
allowing organizations to adopt permissive conducts, considering that the
legal norms are contrary to their interests.

Given this scenario of inclusion observed in Brazil and the proposed
categories, this essay proposes a theoretical model for the study of the
organizational learning process that permeates the development of diversity
practices in Brazilian subsidiaries, considering the legal context of the
headquarters and the presence of ceremonial practices. Thus, from the legal
demand, it is possible to identify the flow of organizational knowledge for
the absorption or creation of diversity practices from the headquarters to the
subsidiary, and what knowledge was created or abandoned in the process of
including diversity in the organizational context.

) 2. ORGANIZATIONAL LEARNING

In general, organizational learning (OL) is defined as the process by
which organizations learn (Chiva, Alegre, & Lapiedra, 2007; Crossan, Maurer,
& Lane, 1999; Fiol & Lyles, 1985). This process is permeated by interactions
between organizational members through the socialization of learning
and practices considered as a collective achievement (Fiol & Lyles, 1985;
Gherardi & Nicolini, 2002). Knowledge resulting from these interactions
is institutionalized in stable mechanisms (Gherardi, 1999; Patriotta, 2003;
Shrivastava, 1983).

Knowledge, when shared among organizational members, can be
incorporated into the organization so that other members can have access to
that knowledge, even when the individual leaves the organization (Argote,
2011). Shared knowledge remains embedded in the organizational systems,
structures, and culture of the organization (Dyck, Starke, Mischke, & Mauws,
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2005; Patriotta, 2003; Takahashi, 2007). For Takahashi (2007, p. 88), learning
can be considered a “process of transformational change, involving the various
levels (individuals, groups, and organization), through which the creation,
utilization, and institutionalization of knowledge take place. It operates
collectively, encompassing cognitive, behavioral, and cultural aspects”.

The way the organization deals with events is subject to multiple
interpretations that define the actions of individuals and how they seek to
make learning meaningful. Thus, learning involves the connection of different
meanings, schemes, and actions between actors and their environment,
providing a purpose for how they interact and how they explore the inter-
dependencies of organizational knowledge (Antonacopolou & Chiva, 2007).

It is assumed here that knowledge is a process of being and becoming.
To understand how the OL process occurs, it is necessary to analyze the
construction of knowledge as a historical, material, and cultural process in
the organization as a whole. In this sense, the learning process involves
knowledge creation and knowledge sharing, which occurs through
interactions between individuals and with the environment. Learning is
considered collective when it is perceived at the level of social interaction and
this process does not only occur in the context of the individual’s cognition
but is also dependent on the context in which it is inserted.

Thus, it is considered that OL is a process of collective knowledge
construction and change that is produced and modified through practices,
incorporating not only cognitive but also social and behavioral aspects.
The dynamic and integrative aspect of practices and the learning process
in organizations point to the fact that learning does not occur in a vacuum;
rather, it is related to the events that occur within a given context. To
understand how practice is seen in relation to OL, it is necessary to explore
this dimension in more depth.

) 3. PRACTICE-BASED LEARNING

In organizational studies, the influence of the perspective of practice
has been seen both as a lens for the studies of different organizational
phenomena and as an epistemology for the study of work practices, the type
of practice, and the knowledge that sustains it. OL and studies of knowing
appropriated the concept of practice from the late 1990s and early 2000s.
This theoretical movement allowed for a change in the concepts used in the
theoretical body of OL, starting with a new understanding of the concept of
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knowledge as knowing, conceiving it as a practical activity. Thus, knowledge
can be considered to reside in social relations, while knowing is part of a
movement to become a member of a practice (Gherardi, 2001). In addition,
Geiger (2009) emphasizes that the creation of knowledge happens at the
moment of practice and, in view of this, knowledge and practice cannot be
considered separate elements in the learning process in organizations.

Thinking about learning through the participation of the actors in
practice makes it possible to focus the attention of studies on the fact that
learning occurs in the daily practices, based on the flow of experience with or
without the participants’ awareness. Engaging in a practice is consequently
a way of acquiring knowledge in action, but also of changing or perpetuating
that knowledge, of producing and reproducing society (Gherardi, 2000).

In this essay, we consider Gherardi’s (1999) argument that learning is
an integral and inseparable part of all organizational practices. In this sense,
organizational learning can be considered a heuristic mechanism used to
study how knowledge is socially constructed in organizational practices and
that goes beyond the formal limits of organizations. It is the interactive
movement that enables actors to modify their relationships with others
while contributing to the knowledge already established for shared activities.

In this way, learning within organizations can be conceived as a social
process with the purpose of finding out what people do, when they do it, and
how they do it, guided by observation of their routines and the use of specific
artifacts to explain why it was done (Gherardi & Nicolini, 2002). Here lies
the potential of considering practices as elements of analysis in learning
studies in this perspective, since they are imbricated with knowledge and gain
concreteness in social interaction. When considering the aspects involved in
the learning process and the interactive and integrative role of the actors
involved, the discussion presented here is based on the understanding of
learning and the dynamics of organizational practices.

Positioning the learning process from the practice studies allows us to
improve the understanding of knowledge production and its reproduction
circuit within social relations (Gherardi, 2009b; Raelin, 2007). This is
due to the fact that, in order to understand the flow of knowledge in the
organization, it is necessary to question where and why practices (embodied
within certain circumstances) are common and where and why they are
not (Brown & Duguid, 2001). In this way, the organizational capacity of
organizational actors is recognized, although other organizational and
environmental dimensions (contextual, economic, social, and cultural) act
as constraints or limiters of this capacity.
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The incorporation of practices into new geographical and cultural
contexts finds fertile ground for analysis in the dynamics of multinational
enterprises (MNEs), which, when establishing themselves in locations
with characteristics different from their origin, need to learn about the
sociocultural environment of the subsidiary and to reconcile internal interests
with environmental pressures. Contextual differences guide organizational
identification, and one aspect to be emphasized is the relationship between
how employees think of themselves and how they perceive the organization
as a whole (Gertsen & Zolner, 2014). This process can influence how
practices are distributed and accepted outside their place of origin.

It can be considered that there are tensions in the interaction between
the members as to the form of sharing of institutionalized practices that the
organizations try to reproduce when entering a new context. One aspect
that interferes in practice sharing is the understanding of the culture of
the countries involved and associated cultural practices. One of the key
issues in business theory and practice in relation to internationalization is
the alignment of MNEs’ policies and practices between different business
systems in the countries in which they operate.

The sharing of knowledge created in another location and within a
different context is a process whose complexity lies in the need to transmit
between two institutional domains that differ in important aspects. Such
differences go beyond those found in the same business, within a single
national space, raising questions about how practices originating in one
national institutional sphere are incorporated into a significantly different
one (Phillips & Tracey, 2009).

In this sense, practice analysis provides a complete view of institutional
duality, its causes and its effects on MNEs, and how the interaction between
individuals of different cultures can influence the sharing of practices and the
learning process that permeates the entry of an organization into a new country
(Muzio & Faulconbridge, 2013). Thus, we focus next on intra-organizational
knowledge sharing that involves the multifaceted nature of the geographic
boundaries, cultures, and processes involved, as in the case of MNEs.

) 4. INTRA-ORGANIZATIONAL KNOWLEDGE SHARING

Organizational knowledge can be defined as the knowledge and
information held by an organization that is shared by all or part of the
organization and often converted into standard operating procedures,
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routines, rules, or in the minds of organizational members (Levitt & March,
1988; Schulz, 2003). Considered as a valuable resource for the organization,
the ability to leverage its resources through the sharing of knowledge at the
global level is considered by scholars to be the true raison d’étre of an MNE
(Ambos & Ambos, 2009; Easterby-Smith et al., 2008).

For the construction of knowledge from the actions of geographically
dispersed members, people from MNE functional units need to share
knowledge with each other. This means that the MNE as a whole needs to be
able to share that knowledge within organizational networks characterized
by the separation of time, space, context, culture, and language (Ambos &
Ambos, 2009; Gertsen & Zglner, 2014; Kostova, 1999; Sgderberg & Holden
2002; Vaara, Risberg, Sgderberg, & Tienari, 2003).

Historically, as Achcaoucou, Miravitlles, and Léon-Darder (2014)
point out, the head offices have always been considered the only source of
competitive advantage for an MNE because they are primarily responsible
for the organizational leverage, sharing their consolidated knowledge with
the foreign subsidiaries. However, due to the greater integration of the
subsidiaries in international networks, the latter have been able to generate
new knowledge for the entire MNE. As argued by Ambos and Ambos (2009),
Kasper, Lehrer, Mithlbacher and Miiller (2013), and Schulz (2003), something
that differentiates the knowledge to share policy is the subsidiary’s level of
freedom in creating and sharing local knowledge and how much the global
hierarchy influences the knowledge of the units.

In general, Schulz (2003) considers that knowledge in MNEs can flow
according to the place where certain knowledge is considered relevant.
However, regardless of how the MNE perceives the need for knowledge
sharing, Schulz (2003) points to other factors that may prevent relevant
knowledge from being shared by the subsidiary, such as learning barriers,
“not invented” syndrome, and the stickiness of knowledge. To understand
the organizational identification of individuals, one must consider the
cultural and social contexts in which the interaction among individuals
occurs.

This contextualization is of increasing relevance for understanding
how companies are internationalized and assign more functions to their
subsidiaries in different parts of the world, with geographic and sociocultural
distances between units and employees. Thus, it is possible to perceive that
the internationalization process leads to an increasing number of companies
and individuals in the subsidiaries facing the challenge of cross-cultural
organizational identification.
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The issues addressed here can be considered relevant to the expansion
of multinationals in new contexts. One of the topics covered in the literature
on cross-culture concerns diversity in the most different aspects related to
individuals and their interactions. Diversity can be seen through the social
identities that carry with them a particular history, built within a historical,
social, and economic context that guides culture and stereotypes (Boyle,
Nicholas, & Mitchell, 2012; Gertsen & Zolner, 2014; Kostova, 1999).
Determining which specific sociodemographic dimensions are most relevant
to an organization that is highly dependent on the wider community and
national contexts is a factor to be considered by multinationals (Shen &
Benson, 2014).

Organizational learning of practices related to diversity is the focus
of this essay; therefore the aspects highlighted here between learning and
inter-organizational knowledge in MNEs will be directed to the analysis
of these practices. Given the need to include individuals in the work
environment, organizations can use different practices for more effective
diversity management (Yang & Konrad, 2011). Thus, diversity practices
can be perceived as substantive organizational efforts to build an inclusive
culture that values differences and promotes opportunities for all employees
(Esen, 2005).

Considering practice-basedlearning, the construction of knowledge about
diversity inclusion emphasizes the concept of socially constructed practice,
embodied in the characteristics and interactions among organizational actors
that lead to the reproduction of society. The refinement or abandonment
of a practice depends on constant negotiation between the actors and the
intersubjectively constructed meaning (Gherardi, 2009b). Thus, the focus of
the research is on understanding how organizations construct their vision
and actions for inclusion, how decisions are made, and how the construction
of knowledge about diversity occurs. Before moving forward with this
theoretical reflection, it is important to contextualize how the inclusion of
PWD is part of the management of diversity and how its regulation occurs
in Brazil so that one can understand how a normative pressure can be
interpreted by MNEs that need to adapt to the new environment.

) 5. DIVERSITY MANAGEMENT

Some scholars define diversity management as the proactive attitude
of an organization to insert diversity, regardless of the dimension—race,
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gender, ethnicity, sexual orientation, or disability (Brdulak, 2008; Cox &
Beale, 1997; Spataro, 2005; Thomas & Ely 1996). In a narrow conception,
diversity management can be seen as the successor to affirmative actions
(AAs) or equal opportunity programs used in different countries focusing on
specific social groups. From this perspective, the hiring of people belonging
to these groups is carried out based on the regulations and procedures of
the organization. On the other hand, from a broader perspective, diversity
management is seen as an inclusive approach with the aim of attracting
new people. This latter view proposes a greater understanding of individual
differences, which include factors such as gender, sexual orientation,
abilities, origin, ethnicity, education, and experience.

In this work, it is assumed, according to Yang and Konrad (2011), that
diversity management, besides involving proactive actions, also includes
actions of equal employment and AA programs, as well as incorporating the
criterion of external pressure and regulation of the insertion of diversity in
the organizational context. Whatever the perspective used to define diversity
management, it will influence the implementation, rules, and arguments
that guide the practice of diversity management programs (Bleijenbergh,
Peters, & Poutsma, 2010). According to the authors, the insertion of diversity
often involves the removal of obstacles to the employment of historically
marginalized groups.

This is the case of AAs, initiated in the United States since the 1960s,
which regulate the inclusion of women, blacks, Hispanics, Asians, and Native
Americans to broaden their representation in organizations; the Employment
Equality Initiative in Canada in the mid-1980s, aimed at eliminating barriers
and expanding the representation of women, racial minorities, people with
disabilities, and Aboriginal people in the labor market (Agdcs & Burr, 1996);
or the policy quota for PWD in Brazil, a segment of diversity management
discussed in the country since the beginning of the 1990s whose practices are
portrayed here as an example of legal pressure for inclusion in organizations.
To illustrate the inclusion of diversity from a normative approach, this paper
exemplifies the case of PWD in the organizational context that has its own
regulation in Brazil.

The insertion of PWD in Brazil, in its nature, is characterized by
institutional pressures, and its understanding demands knowledge of
organizational structures and actions, as well as of the social environment
(Martinez & Dacin, 1999). In Brazil, the inclusion of PWDs in the labor
market takes place through a law established in the Federal Constitution,
promulgated in 1988. Law No. 8,213/91 provides for the reservation of
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between two percent and five percent of their positions for rehabilitated
beneficiaries or eligible PWDs.

Data from the Brazilian Institute of Geography and Statistics (IBGE,
2012) show that in 2010, 45.6 million people reported having some kind of
disability, which represents about 23.9 percent of the Brazilian population. Of
the share of the population of PWD in Brazil, the Annual Social Information
Report (RAIS, 2012) found that 381,322 workers’ employment was declared
as PWD, corresponding to approximately 0.77 percent of total employment
in the country.

Given a large number of PWDs in Brazil, Belizario (2009) questions why
many companies report difficulty in filling quotas. On the part of employers,
there is a discourse that questions legal inflexibility, such as the setting of
percentages and the difficulty of finding people with adequate qualifications
(Simonelli & Camaroto, 2011). Added to this prejudice is a lack of knowledge
about disability, which prevents a different posture of organizations to favor
a more humane and democratic environment (Fernandes & Silva, 2008;
Simonelli & Camaroto, 2011). Information is another constraining factor
because the organizations do not know how to map the existing vacancies
for PWD and what adaptations could be made with efficiency and low cost
(Belizério, 2009).

On the scenario of inclusion of PWDs specific to Brazil, studies
consider that when expectations of the institutional environment appear
to be in conflict with business interests, organizations may try to gain
legitimacy without necessarily changing business practices. In this
way, they opt for the apparent adoption of structures that comply with
institutional demands, but that are disconnected from the real practice,
such as the inclusion of PWD (Meyer & Rowan, 1977; Oliver, 1991; Scott,
1995; Westphal & Zajac, 1994).

Sometimes, though stating that it complies with the quotas determined
by law, the organization does not make changes in its practices so that
the inclusion is really legitimate. In this sense, a concept that can help to
understand how organizations deal with the need to adapt their practices
to a social demand, such as the inclusion of PWD, at the same time as
they seek their survival is the ceremonialism explored in institutional
theory. Thus, in the literature on this theory, the concept of ceremonialism
was sought. The next section aims to understand how legal demands can
influence organizational behavior and how organizations can respond to
the specificities of each context, according to their interests, values, and
strategies.
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) 6. CEREMONIALISM IN ORGANIZATIONAL PRACTICES

When expectations of the institutional environment appear to conflict
with business interests, organizations may try to gain legitimacy without
necessarily changing organizational practices. They have opted for the
apparent adoption of structures that may seem similar to institutional
demands, but which are disconnected from everyday organizational practice
(Meyer & Rowan, 1977; Oliver, 1991; Scott, 1995; Westphal & Zajac, 1994).

Organizational management practices are highly conditioned by different
institutions at the national level, and the institutional profile of a country is
complex and involves different institutional dimensions (Aguilera-Caracuel
& Ortiz-de-Mandojana, 2013). Organizations that fit into a new context
need to consider two national dimensions that clearly define how different
countries respond to regulatory and regulatory issues.

Managing compliance with externally imposed legal and regulatory
requirements is a challenge for many organizations, especially when these
requirements appear to be in conflict with profit maximization activities.
Resolving this tension is critical for organizations to acquire and/or maintain
legitimacy before regulatory agencies and legislators and society (Maclean &
Behnam, 2010).

Considering the forms of organizational response to the new demand,
institutional theory draws a distinction between ceremonial or superficial
adoption and substantive changes to show the differences between practices
adopted and actual operating practices (Kostova, Roth, & Dacin, 2008). Fiss
and Zajac (2006) term this mechanism of organizational action “symbolic
adoption” - that is, a superficial adoption, without any effective change in
the current organizational processes. This is the kind of mechanism by which
organizational legitimacy is strengthened while internal power relations are
left virtually unchanged.

This organizational behavior can be explained by the costs of change,
which can be so high that organizations are more likely to resist external
expectations and try to influence key stakeholders through strategic
manipulation rather than substantive change (Fiss & Zajac, 2004, 2006;
Scherer, Palazzo, & Seild, 2013). The propensity to maintain the previous
organizational practices untouched is not the unique mechanism of
organizations, because inspection agents may also accept the credentials
and ambiguous goals that are characteristic of ceremonial organizations
(Meyer & Rowan, 1977).
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However, it is worth emphasizing that a process of adopting symbolic
practices may not be linked to the organization as a whole, because all
organizational levels are subject to pressures, and organizational and
institutional changes are often uneven and irregular, affecting one part
of the organization rather than another (Bromley & Powell, 2012). This
organizational behavior can be explained through the change costs (Scherer,
Palazzo & Seild, 2013). When the costs of change are high, organizations are
more likely to resist external expectations than to make substantive changes
(Fiss & Zajac, 2004, 2006; Scherer et al., 2013).

The process of perpetuating organizational practices may be linked to
the dependency relationship between subsidiaries and the parent company,
which would lead to knowledge sharing between the headquarters and
subsidiary and replication of practices. This is because when knowledge
becomes routine, it becomes a recurring pattern of action (Berger &
Luckman, 2009). As time goes on, the subsidiary’s history is built on a
shared knowledge pool. Actions and actors become typified. Meanings
and shared behaviors facilitate coordination activities, making behaviors
understandable, predictable, and stable (Berger & Luckman, 2009).

In short, the study of the learning process of diversity practices for PWD
in Brazilian organizations can benefit from incorporating the concept of
ceremonialism, coming from institutional theory. It is not a question of using
institutional theory, but rather of summoning a concept from within this field
that can help us to understand the phenomenon circumscribed herein from
the perspective of practices. This concept can contribute to understanding
why the institutionalized practice’s absorption in a multinational company’s
headquarters may or may not be the same in the subsidiary, considering
the pressures imposed by the context (Scott, 1995). In the next section,
we present the relationship between learning, ceremonialism, and diversity
practices for PWD in the context of multinational companies from the
perspective of organizational learning based on practice.

7. ORGANIZATIONAL LEARNING AND
CEREMONIALISM IN DIVERSITY PRACTICES
IN MULTINATIONAL ENTERPRISES

This essay considers OL a process of collective knowledge construction
and change which is produced and modified through practices, incorporating
not only cognitive but also social aspects. The construction of knowledge
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implies its creation, sharing, and institutionalization within a social and his-
torical context, impacting on what was learned previously and how responses to
new events are elaborated (Fortis, Maon, Frooman, & Reiner, 2016; Gherardi,
2000, 2009a; Patriotta, 2003; Shrivastava, 1983). Table 1 shows the categories
proposed for the construction of the model proposed in this essay.

CTabIe 1)

CATEGORIES OF STUDY

CATEGORIES DEFINITIONS SCHOLARS
Organizational Ol is a process of collective knowledge construction Fortis et al, 2016
learning and changes that are produced and modified through Gherardi, 2000, 200S9b

practices incorporating not only cognitive but also Shrivastava, 1983

behavioral and cultural aspects. Knowledge construction Patriotta, 2003
implies a process of how it is produced, how it circulates, Takahashi, 2007
and how it is institutionalized within a social and

historical context that impacts on what has been

learned previously and how responses to new events

are elaborated.

Diversity Diversity practices refer to substantive organizational Esen, 2005
practices efforts to provide an inclusive culture that values
differences and promotes opportunities for all
employees.
Ceremonialism  Ceremonial practices are organizational actions that Mever & Rowan, 1977

attempt to assure organizational legitimacy vis-a-vis
the external public through the adoption of products,
services, technigues, policies or programs that,
contradicting the efficiency criterion, are adopted by
the organization to comply with institutional demands
motivated by organizational survival.

Source: Elaborated by the authors.

Human relation dynamics in organizations are both a source of learning
and knowledge and constitute the environment where knowledge and
learning are built (Billet, 2004), because knowledge is dependent on context
and how people perceive it (Schulz, 2003). This is due to the fact that the
specific knowledge of an organization is shared and often converted into
standard operating procedures, routines, and rules (Huber, 1991; Levitt
& March, 1988; Schulz, 2003). Knowledge construction in organizations
does not have a close and direct relationship with performance, control,

Revista de Administracdo Mackenzie - RAM (Mackenzie Management Review), 18(5), 169-201 * SA0 PAULO, SP »
SEPT./OCT. 2017 « ISSN 1678-6971 (electronic version) * doi 10.1590/1678-69712017/administracao.v18n5p169-201



N

Organizational learning, practices of diversity, and ceremonialism: a study proposal in the multinationals context

or competition, but it is imbricated in sense-making, existence, and the
ontology of the individual (Lanzara & Patriotta, 2001). This reveals that
situated actions, learning experiences, and changes experienced over time
direct the actors’ efforts to explain controversies and anticipate their actions
to solve problems (Lanzara & Patriotta, 2001; Schulz, 2003).

When headquarters’ prior knowledge is applied to a new environment,
its meaning and potential to inform or initiate an action are subject to change
in accordance with the dominant cultural attributes in the subsidiaries.
In this sense, aspects such as value systems and cultural assumptions
of the subsidiaries’ countries may indicate the need to reflect on local
organizational practices and knowledge in order to obtain synergy between
interaction and learning, where knowledge, values, and experiences are
used within the multicultural domains in which MNEs operate (Sgderberg
& Holden, 2002).

The OL investigation process in this work is focused on diversity
practices, such as the inclusion of PWD, practices which are portrayed
here as an example of legal pressure for inclusion in organizations. Several
authors point out that diversity in organizations does not happen without
tensions and it is in this regard that learning theory can contribute to
understanding how organizations articulate knowledge and develop practices
to promote inclusion. As Antonacopolou and Chiva (2007) point out, the
actors’ interactions are not only governed by their action, but also by their
intentions that are often under tension. Thus, the organization’s intention to
develop diversity policies can be influenced both by the perceived tension in
its environment and by that present in its social interactions. These tensions
can give rise to different possibilities for action that amplify their present
modes, revealing the political nature of learning and allowing flexibility and
different possibilities for the positioning of the organization.

However, an organization can adopt a ceremonial practice as a way to
obtain legitimacy for its actions in the new context where it is inserted. Despite
being contrary to the criterion of efficiency, ceremonial practices are adopted to
comply with institutional demands as a way of seeking organizational survival
(Meyer & Rowan, 1977; Scott, 1995; Westphal & Zajac, 1994). When an
organization needs to adopt a practice based on demand from its environment,
it may consider that compliance is something that hampers the development
of its regular activities. Consequently, the organization can merely indicate
its obedience to the institutionalized rules without necessarily applying them
in their totality, adopting a ceremonial stance, which prevents the renewal of
organizational knowledge (Fiss & Zajac, 2001).
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From the considerations presented in this section, it is possible to perceive
that the inclusion of practices of diversity in the organizational context
requires organizational actors to reflect on their way of acting. This is because,
from the interaction between new entrants, new practices are necessary for
organizational integration. For the inclusion of diversity in the work context,
the organization can carry out a process of transformation of the attitudes
and thoughts of the organization members as a way to take advantage of
what diversity can bring in terms of contribution to the organization. In this
case, the change of thinking and attitudes for the inclusion of diversity is
supported by a learning process, and studying it allows us to understand how
the organization learns (Argote & Miron-Spektor, 2011).

It is argued that there is a relationship between the degree of depth
of the organizational learning process and the type of diversity practices
performed, ceremonial or substantive. Ceremonial practices are discursive
practices detached from reality, focused on organizational legitimacy.
Substantive practices are here defined as those practices that are sustained
by organizational values and considered in the opposite sense to ceremonial
practices. Thus, the implementation of substantive diversity practices is
supported by a high-level organizational learning process (Barr, Stimpert, &
Huff, 1992; Fiol & Lyles, 1985), implying a flow of knowledge that involves
the institutionalization of knowledge about working together with diversity.

Many organizations already experience the need to insert diversity in
their work context, so that when they begin to work in other countries,
this issue is not so new in their activities and, over time, they construct
knowledge about diversity insertion. However, in some countries, the
insertion of diversity is not a demand and, when an organization moves
into a new environment, the need to insert diversity into the organizational
context can be considered a new demand.

Finally, it is considered here that the type of diversity practices developed
in the subsidiary can occur in a convergent or divergent way from the
practices of the headquarters. If the headquarters are situated in a country
whose legal context does not demand these practices and it does not actually
have diversity practices, it is up to the subsidiary to create its own practices,
which may be ceremonial or substantive. Thus:

Proposition 1. When the MNE headquarters do not have diversity
practices and the subsidiary creates substantive practices, there is a process
of collective knowledge change in the subsidiary that modifies and creates
new practices that alter organizational values, resulting in a higher level
learning process related to diversity.
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Proposition 2. When the MNE headquarters do not have diversity
practices and the subsidiary creates ceremonial practices, there is no process
of building and changing collective knowledge in the subsidiary that modifies
or creates new practices and changes organizational values, resulting in a
process of lower level learning related to diversity.

When the subsidiary is inserted in a context where there is a legal
framework for diversity insertion, as in the Brazilian case of PWD inclusion,
and the headquarters also have diversity practices related to PWD, the
subsidiary can present two types of behavior: a) adopt ceremonial practices
of diversity, since it does not have values aimed at inclusion; in this way, it
tries to demonstrate to the society that it has diversity practices, but without
changing the way in which it manages its activities; or b) adopt substantive
practices of diversity, based on organizational values that recognize the
importance of inclusion. In both situations, the subsidiary can either absorb
practices already institutionalized in the headquarters or create its own
practices, if the headquarters do not have them. Therefore, the subsidiary
can absorb or create practices, and these can be ceremonial or substantive.

These different positions imply a specific level of adoption of diversity
practices. Table 2 below expresses possible behaviors of subsidiaries in relation
to headquarters’ practices located in countries with and without laws regulating
the inclusion of diversity. It is considered that the headquarters can even have
such practices inserted in a country without legal regulation, either in line with
its own values or according to other interests, such as image concerns.

(Table 2)

DIVERSITY PRACTICES OF THE BRAZILIAN SUBSIDIARY IN
RELATION TO PRACTICES OF THE HEADQUARTERS

Head-

. . Without Without
quarters  With law and With law and . : .
. . Without law law with law with
ceremonial  substantive . . )
. . or practice ceremonial substantive
practices practices . .
e practices practices
Ceremonial
, l Absorbs Creates Creates Absorbs Creates
practices
Substantive
) v Creates Absorbs Creates Creates Absorbs

practices

Source: Elaborated by the authors.
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The columns in Table 2 represent possible contextual situations of
the headquarters where they may or may not be laws for the inclusion of
diversity in the work environment, and which may or may not have diversity
practices. The rows express the two possibilities for the subsidiary situated
in a context with legal regulation: to have ceremonial practices or substantive
practices.

When the headquarters are located in a country with legal regulations
and have ceremonial practices, the subsidiary can reproduce these practices
by absorbing them or by creating substantive practices, grounded in their
values of inclusion. However, if these headquarters have substantive
practices, the subsidiary can absorb them by maintaining practices aligned
with those of the headquarters, or can create ceremonial practices due
to a detachment caused by some contextual or situational motive. If the
headquarters do not have diversity practices due to a lack of legal pressure
or by choice, it is up to the subsidiary to create practices which may be
ceremonial, because there is no culture of inclusion values, or substantive,
based on inclusion values.

If the headquarters are in a context without legal regulations but still
have diversity practices, either by choice or because of organizational culture
issues, the subsidiary may follow headquarters’ practices or not. In cases
where the headquarters have ceremonial practices of diversity, the subsidiary
may absorb these practices or create different, substantive practices. In cases
where the headquarters have substantive diversity practices, the subsidiary
may absorb substantive practices or create ceremonial practices.

In this way, diversity practices in a subsidiary located in a country
with legal regulations such as Brazil can be ceremonial or substantive, in
agreement or not with the practices of the headquarters (if they have any).
Headquarters’ posture may reflect the behavior of the subsidiary or not
and, consequently, will imply different learning processes regarding existing
practices for the inclusion of diversity.

If the headquarters do not have diversity practices and the subsidiary
develops ceremonial practices, learning will be at a lower level, since there
will be changes of small impact in a given activity, based on a functional
rationality and focused on a prioritized concern with image and legitimacy.
If the headquarters do not have diversity practices and the subsidiary
develops substantive practices, learning will be at a higher level, since there
will be a search for new knowledge, skills development and changes in the
interpretive schemes (Fiol & Lyles, 1985).
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When headquarters, located in a country with or without legal regulations,
have diversity practices, and a subsidiary located in a country with legal
regulations such as Brazil (or even in another country with or without
regulation, but with diversity practices) also has diversity practices, four
possibilities for action of the subsidiary emerge, with different implications
for the organizational learning process. Figure 1 presents the model proposed
from these possibilities.

CFigure 1)

DIVERSITY PRACTICES IN MNES’' SUBSIDIARIES AND LEARNING PROCESS

Headquarters with Diversity Practices

A . . . .
Lower Ceremonial practices Substantive practices
level
o w
£ g
c =
= 5}
S| 8 |¢&
= e | & Absorbs ceremonial Creates ceremonial
© C | & ; ;
c b c practices practices
2 a | o
= £
N 2|
c wn [J)
© 5 (W)
@ S 1
o o
£ " 314
2|9
Higher 2| T
level S 2
b=} ‘ .
v E 3 Creates substantive Absorbs substantive
> . ,
: =
2 | € practices practices
4]
-
w
2
=]
wv

Source: Elaborated by the authors.

Figure 1 shows different possibilities for diversity practices in
subsidiaries whose headquarters also have these practices. On the axis
concerning the headquarters, it is considered that they can have ceremonial
practices, only tending to a legal aspect or rational interests of the market,
or they can have substantive practices, based on organizational values that
privilege diversity. Likewise, on the subsidiaries’ axis, it is considered that
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they may have ceremonial or subsidiary practices, similar to or different
from the headquarters. For each combination, there is a situation of
absorption or creation of practices that may be ceremonial or substantive,
and in the different situations there is a differentiated process of learning in
organizations.

The learning process related to diversity practices is different according
to the degree of cognitive, cultural, and behavioral change that has occurred,
with the possibility of it being of a lower or higher level (Fiol & Lyles, 1985),
single loop or double loop (Argyris & Schon, 1978), or low or high degree
(Barretal., 1992). Lower level learning is observed when there is a repetition
of previous organizational behavior and minor adjustments are driven in
part by what the organization does, with little change in organizational
routines. In the case of ceremonial practices, there are few effective changes
in the organization since there is a disconnection between practices and
organizational structures, although it guarantees legitimacy by tending to
institutional demands.

When ceremonial practices are created or absorbed, the necessary
knowledge is kept to aminimum so that the required actions are implemented,
although the discourse may deny it, and there is no internalization of new
knowledge that has an impact on organizational values. On the other hand,
higher level learning occurs when there is development of more complex
knowledge associations which modify the current state of knowledge and
affect the organization as a whole, developing new skills (Fiol & Lyles,
1985), as in the case of the creation or absorption of substantive practices.

It should be noted that the process and outcome of learning can be
modified over time if an organization migrates, for example, from ceremonial
practices to substantive practices, because the positions of the practices are
not merely dichotomous. When the organization goes through a process of
shifting from ceremonial to substantive practices, which implies a greater
degree of knowledge created, used, and institutionalized in the organization,
it also changes its values and can go through a higher level learning process.

In quadrant 1, the MNE headquarters have ceremonial practices of
diversity geared more towards complying with a legal requirement than
based on organizational values that recognize diversity. In this scenario,
the subsidiary located in another country absorbs the ceremonial practices
already existing in the headquarters by copying them. Knowledge has
already been institutionalized in the headquarters without any modification
of knowledge in the subsidiary. Thus, there are no changes in practices or
creation of new practices, but rather the absorption of those existing in the
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headquarters. Practices are absorbed only for legal compliance and there
is no search for new knowledge. What one may observe are adjustments
to the organizational procedures to tend to external pressure. The process
of learning diversity practices in this situation is lower level (Fiol & Lyles,
1985), low degree (Barr et al., 1992), or single loop (Argyris & Schon, 1978),
since the subsidiary only reproduces what is already done in headquarters.
Based on the literature and what has been discussed above, one can make
the following conjecture:

Proposition 3. When the MNE’s headquarters have ceremonial practices
and the subsidiary absorbs these practices, there is no process of construction
and change of the collective knowledge in the subsidiary that modifies or
creates new practices and changes the organizational value, resulting in a
lower level learning process related to diversity.

The perspective presented in quadrant 2 shows a situation where the
MNE headquarters have substantive practices backed up by inclusion values
of diversity. However, the subsidiary creates ceremonial practices, imitating
the values of the headquarters but keeping the focus only on complying
with a legal requirement, which does not demand deep knowledge related
to inclusion and therefore will not imply significant change. By disregarding
the diversity values of headquarters and detaching itself from its substantive
diversity practices, the subsidiary makes few adjustments to organizational
procedures and there is no new knowledge flow related to substantive
practices. In this scenario, the learning process of diversity practices is lower
level (Fiol & Lyles, 1985), low degree (Barr et al., 1992), or single loop
(Argyris & Schon, 1978), although headquarters have probably experienced
a higher level learning process. In this case, it may be considered that:

Proposition 4. When the MNE’s headquarters have substantive practices
of diversity and the subsidiary creates ceremonial practices, there is no
process of building and changing collective knowledge in the subsidiary
that modifies or creates new practices and changes organizational values,
resulting in a lower level learning process related to diversity.

In quadrant 3, the MNE headquarters have ceremonial practices designed
to meet a legal requirement and not based on organizational values that
recognize diversity. However, if the subsidiary, even with headquarters having
ceremonial practices, creates its own substantive practices of diversity, it
will seek and internalize knowledge related to inclusion, which will imply
significant changes in organizational practices. In this case, the development
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of new skills will occur (Fiol & Lyles, 1985) and changes in the subsidiary’s
understanding (Barr et al., 1992) of how diversity practices should be. The
learning process in the subsidiary will be of a higher level (Fiol & Lyles, 1985),
high degree (Barr et al., 1992), or double loop (Argyris & Schén, 1978),
although headquarters probably did not experience this learning process at the
organizational level. This action of the subsidiary against impinged demand
can provide evidence that:

Proposition 5. When the MNE’s headquarters have ceremonial practices
of diversity and the subsidiary creates substantive practices, there is a process
of collective knowledge change in the subsidiary that modifies and creates
new practices sustained by organizational values of inclusion, resulting in a
higher level learning process related to diversity.

Finally, in quadrant 4, it is observed that the MNE headquarters have
substantive practices of diversity based on organizational values that
recognize the importance of inclusion, and the subsidiary presents the
same values and practices of diversity institutionalized in the headquarters.
Knowledge and skills of inclusion in the headquarters are shared with the
subsidiary, with the development of skills (Fiol & Lyles, 1985) and changes in
the subsidiary’s understanding of diversity (Barr et al., 1992). The learning
process of diversity practices is higher level (Fiol & Lyles, 1985), high
degree (Barr et al., 1992), or double loop (Argyris & Schon, 1978), because
although headquarters possesses these practices, the subsidiary must learn
them as a practitioner. Absorbing substantive practices does not correspond
to the same process of absorbing ceremonial practices, since only the former
demand the internalization of values that underpin substantive practices.
The internalization of these values demands the institutionalization of
knowledge and practices that enter the organizational every day and are not
only focused on legitimacy but are geared towards actually being included in
the world of work. From this configuration of the subsidiary, the following
proposition can be presented:

Proposition 6. When the MNE’s headquarters have substantive practices
of diversity and the subsidiary absorbs these practices, there is a process
of construction and change of collective knowledge in the subsidiary that
modifies or creates new practices and that changes the organizational values,
resulting in a higher level learning process related to diversity.

Thus, the OL process can occur at different levels depending on behavior
for the absorption or creation of diversity practices. Learning is dependent on
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prior knowledge, organizational culture, and how the organization modifies
its cognitive structures to cope with new events.

When considering MNEs’ context, one factor that influences the learning
process is the culture of each country and interaction among organizational
actors, since the worldview of each individual reveals their identification
or not with the organizational principles. Likewise, a shared world view
among the members of a subsidiary reveals its identification or not with
headquarters. By sharing their institutionalized practices with another
context, headquarters need to consider how the process and objectives of
translating practices are received by members of the subsidiary.

Social interaction, identification of members with certain practices,
and organizational culture are relevant elements for the organization to
incorporate or not incorporate new practices demanded by the institutional
environment. MNEs deal with the institutional and social demands of
each country where they are installed and need to consider the internal
consistency of their practices and how to share these practices with
subsidiaries (Arslan, 2012).

) 8. CONCLUSIONS

Learning studies based on practice in complex contexts such as
multinational companies need to consider the relationship between
headquarters and subsidiaries through a specific research model that also
includes categories that intervene in the process.

In view of discussions raised in this essay, a theoretical model was
presented for the study of learning MNEs’ context for diversity inclusion
in the work environment, considering the presence of ceremonialism. This
proposal follows Argote and Miron-Spektor’s (2011) considerations that
encourage new research proposals that seek to elucidate how different
contextual conditions interact with one another, the organization experience,
and its influence on the learning process. In this respect, approaching the
legal environment as a factor influencing learning and knowledge relations
contributes to understanding different perceptions of organizations about
practices demanded by society. Different institutional legacies may impact
on the ability to absorb practices, and even when they reach their absorption,
they can be transformed from a process of reflection (Batt, Holman, &
Holtgrewe, 2009).
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To reflect on organizational practices, the perspective of the inclusion of
PWD is suggested, as it happens in Brazil, showing itself as an environmental
demand that can lead the organization to modify its practices and conduct a
learning process. Discussions about the inclusion of diversity highlight that,
when regulated by the organization, the “different” can become a source
of improvement in the learning process and organizational knowledge.
This is due to the fact that social interactions of different groups can create
new perspectives, new forms of thinking and attitudes that lead to the
improvement of organizational practices.

However, this process is not always successful because sometimes
organizations fail to carry out the adaptation process efficiently and run into
difficulty incorporating new principles and methodologies, which restricts
their ability to react to changes that are made necessary (Antonello, 2005).
This is relevant to understanding the dynamics of MNEs’ pressures and the
process of their sharing practices at the global level. If an institutionalized
practice is not consistent with the institution and the cognitive framework
of a country in which it is installed, there may be difficulty for members
of the subsidiary and headquarters in interpreting and judging the practice
correctly. In this case, a question that arises is about the capacity of
headquarters to interpret institutional pressure and to respond to it in the
best possible way (Kostova, 1999).

The differences between MNEs’ actions pervade investment in learning
and how the MNEs manage and invest in the process of acquiring and
creating knowledge bases for the construction of new capacities according
to their experience in each locality (Figueiredo, 2011). When expectations
of the institutional environment seem to conflict with business interests,
organizations may try to gain legitimacy without necessarily changing
business practices. In this way, they opt for the apparent adoption of structures
that comply with institutional demands, but which are disconnected from
the real practice (Meyer & Rowan, 1977; Oliver, 1991; Scott, 1995; Westphal
& Zajac, 1994).

The adoption of ceremonial practices can prevents the renewal of
organizational knowledge (Fiss & Zajac, 2001). Where the inclusion of
PWD is concerned, it should be emphasized that simply hiring, as many
organizations believe, does not make them an inclusive company (Fernandes
& Silva, 2008). According to the organizational view on inclusion, different
postures can be adopted which can lead to different levels of learning for
diversity. Thus, considering the different possibilities in the adoption of
diversity practices, the study of OL is a way of contributing to an increase
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in the knowledge of how the practices and lines of action adopted by an
organization influence construction of its knowledge and its learning
process.
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