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With increasing frequency, the military, like other national institutions, struggles to cooperate 
with other organizations/institutions in order to solve problems and perform effectively in a 
complex and complicated world.  With the best of intentions, these cooperative ventures 
sometimes fail, or are experienced as more difficult than anticipated.  If we consider the social 
behaviors of individuals and of groups, perhaps we would not be so surprised when things 
sometimes go awry. 

Social Identity Theory

Social identity theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1979) and later elaborations (e.g. Hogg & Abrams, 1988) 
suggest that identity spans a continuum between personal and social identity. Personal identity 
refers to definitions of ‘self’ in terms of individualistic characteristics (e.g., ‘‘I am good at 
playing rugby”).  Social identity, on the other hand, derives from category memberships (e.g., ‘‘I 
am Canadian’’ or ‘‘I am an infantry officer’’).  Group and category memberships are important 
because they also contribute to defining a person’s identity (Abrams & Hogg, 1990): The more 
that a person identifies with a group, the more he/she applies the attributes and characteristics of 
the group to the self.  Furthermore, personal identification with the group leads to outcomes for 
the group being experienced as outcomes for the self (Turner et al., 1987).  When social identity 
is made salient, group-evaluation and self-evaluation become indistinguishable (Abrams & 
Hogg, 2001; Gardener, Gabriel & Hochschild, 2002).  Thus, since organizational membership is 
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a salient and consequential basis for self-categorization, it can form an important part of a 
person’s social identity.  In the case of the military, it is anticipated that ‘organizational identity’ 
is a multi-faceted construct, though it is likely that ‘military member’ is central to every 
dimension.  Thus, one might hold a social identity as an Army officer and as an Infanteer 
simultaneously, but each identity may be more or less salient in different contexts without 
lessening the centrality of ‘military member’ within each.

Social identity is critical when we try to understand how individuals come together to form 
groups.  One basis for the necessary attraction between individuals (to promote group formation) 
is identity similarity – people are drawn to others who share important aspects of their own 
identity (Barnett & Coulson, 2010).  For example, personal characteristics such as personality, 
preferences for particular kinds of activities, and other idiosyncratic factors often form the basis 
for two or more individuals to come together when the opportunity arises.  Continued experience 
with the group provides the context in which individuals can commingle individual attributes 
with group attributes, permitting the overlap between self- and group-evaluation noted above.  
Some authors have noted the success of ‘mere exposure’ as a means of enhancing cooperation 
between the militaries of distinct nations (Moelker, Soeters & Vom Hagen, 2007), consistent with 
this notion.  An intriguing theory put forward by Andersen and Chen (2010) proposes an 
individual-level mechanism, transference, that describes the cognitive activation of 
representations of the self (one’s identity) in relation to others that can result in repetitions of 
patterns of behavior, perhaps strengthening the resulting identity, and reinforcing the boundary 
between groups that form initially based on social identity.  From social groups (e.g. “cliques”) 
to occupational groups, individuals incorporate aspects of group identity into their own identity, 
and this is carried over into interactions with individuals and groups who belong to other identity 
groups (Brewer, 2003).

One consequence of this process of social identity formation is the tendency for individuals to 
classify others (individuals and groups) on the basis of their similarity to oneself.  In-groups 
(those who share a particular group identification) and out-groups (those who do not ‘belong’) 
emerge in social contexts, and, when circumstances permit, can result in political and power 
dynamics that may solidify the divide between the in- and out-group(s) (Hill, 2007).  The full 
implications of this division are beyond the scope of the current discussion, but evidence 
suggests that cognitive biases favouring the in-group appear to promote harmony and loyalty 
within the in-group (Brewer, 2003), while at the same time creating a context where 
disagreement with others (the out-group) and conflict can be perpetuated because actions are 
interpreted differently as a function of the actors involved (e.g. the in-group’s actions are 
perceived as appropriate responses to situational contingencies, whereas the out-group’s actions 
are perceived as indicative of attitudes or personality characteristics, which are inconsistent with 
the identity of the in-group).  These effects seem to be strengthened when social identity is 
strengthened or made salient (Jehn & Bezrukova, 2010; Kampmeier & Simon, 2001). 

Identity and Organizational Culture

Consider that a social group, up to and including a nation, is fundamentally an aggregation of 
individuals.  The collective is formed through the coming together of autonomous (at least in 
theory) individuals, and thus succeeds or fails based on the character, actions and traits of those 
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individual persons (Williams, 2000).  The cumulative effect of these individual efforts eventually 
produces a culture (organizational, professional, national and so on).

Identity and culture are, in some respects, quite similar to one another.  Identity is typically 
treated as a more personal, experiential construct, and culture as a more publicly accessible and 
interpretable construct, however.  At the very least, there is notional overlap between identity and 
culture, and they serve similar functional purposes – defining and guiding behavior and 
interpretation of the world by means of an established framework of assumptions, interpretations,  
and understandings.  The focus is simply at a different level.  This should be clear when 
considering groups – collections of individuals who share a particular ‘identity’ (as group 
members) that is closely tied to the group’s ‘culture’ (norms, assumptions, beliefs about what is 
‘right and true’).

The political and historical literatures also provide examples linking identity and culture (e.g. Di 
Donato & Mahon, 2009; Meyer, 2007; Vander biesen, 2009), suggesting both that identity and 
culture are real facets of human social behavior (i.e., not a ‘creation’ of current social science 
scholars) and that the concepts have a rich meaning when considered through an interdisciplinary 
lens.  Furthermore, although there is some disparity in the literature about the precise nature of 
the relationship between culture and work or organizational performance (e.g., Scott et al., 2003), 
there does not seem to be a rejection of the relationship per se.  Future research incorporating the 
identity construct may provide a clue to unraveling some of the findings in this area.

Social identity theory hypothesizes that one of the results of identity formation is the emergence 
of distinct social groups comprised of individuals who share similar identities in some respect 
(‘in-groups’).  For example, a person may identify gender, political affiliation, and professional 
category as critical component of their personal identity.  Not all of these aspects are likely to be 
salient at any one time, though each contributes importantly to the person’s sense of who they 
are.  Individuals who do not share these identity components (e. g. persons in a different gender 
category) constitute the ‘out-group.’  Culture, to the extent that it represents the interpersonal 
environment, may be one of the triggers that renders particular aspects of identity salient.  
Organizational culture, for example, may render one’s professional identity highly salient, 
potentially impacting reactions to perceived work-related threats (e.g. competition for resources, 
prestige, and organizational power).  This function of social identity salience has been 
documented in the literature (Fischer, Haslam & Smith, 2010). 

Although not extensive, there exists some literature describing the culture of the Canadian Forces  
(e.g., English, 2004; English et al, 2005).  This body of literature presents military culture as 
heavily influenced by subcultures (e.g., the Army, Navy, and Air Force cultures), reliant on 
tradition, tactically and operationally innovative but strategically lacking, and resistant to change.  
Systematic examinations of Canadian military culture have not appeared in the literature1, and 
common conceptualizations of that culture are therefore heavily influenced by anecdotal and 
idiosyncratic information and portrayals.  The comparable literature describing the culture of the 
Department of National Defence (DND) is also extremely limited (e. g., Bland, 1997; English, 
2004, Graham, 2002) and generally characterizes the civilian corporate culture as bureaucratic, 

3

Summer 2010 Volume 19, Issue 3                                                    	

             www.nationalstrategy.com

1 Some systematic examination of subcultures has appeared, however (e.g., see DGLCD, 2005). 

http://www.nationalstrategy.com
http://www.nationalstrategy.com


inflexible, disinterested (or at least uninformed) in defense issues, consensus-dependent, and 
reactive.  The Canadian case is not the only one where thorough, detailed examinations of 
organizational culture(s) and group identities are lacking, although some discussion about the 
cultures of other national militaries (e.g., Di Cosmo, 2009; Janoski, 2009; Quinn, 2010) has 
appeared in the recent past, and more such work is no doubt forthcoming.  There exist, 
nonetheless, important gaps in the existing literature.

Identity-Related Impacts on Organizational Culture

Social identity theory and group theories generate hypotheses that could be examined by means 
of empirical evaluations of recent events pertinent to the dynamics of interest.  Canadian Forces 
(CF) Transformation (an organization-wide change effort that resulted in restructuring and 
refocusing effort in multiple domains), for example, was in part an effort to shift the culture of 
the Canadian military away from supporting a service (Army, Navy, Air Force) centric identity 
and towards supporting a CF identity (pan-service) that is more welcoming of civilian 
participation.  Examination of the experiences of individuals who experienced CF transformation 
is instructive for the current discussion.

A qualitative study of National Defence Headquarters (NDHQ) corporate culture, undertaken to 
fill one of the gaps in the literature, yielded a pattern of results consistent with the logic of social 
identity theory (see Hill, 2007 for a complete description of the study).  Specifically, 48 senior 
decision makers (78% male) representing the top three layers of the organizational bureaucracy 
participated in a qualitative study designed to describe the organizational culture of National 
Defence Headquarters in Canada.  This organization was of particular interest because it 
represents a ‘blended’ culture (military and civilian) that was created by the Canadian 
government, in part, to reduce the friction expected if the military and civilian decision makers 
were permitted to function autonomously (Granatstein, 1997).  A similar unification of the three 
armed services (Army, Navy, Air Force) had been undertaken, in part for similar reasons, several 
years prior to the creation of the blended (military-civilian) headquarters arrangement.  All 
participants in the study individually participated in a 60-90 minute interview, and reviewed a 
summary narrative based on their responses prepared immediately after the fact.  The reviewed 
narratives provided the content for a thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006) focused on 
describing the organizational culture as experienced by the most senior members of the 
organization (Department of National Defence and the Canadian Forces).

The model of organizational culture that emerged from the data in this case clearly demonstrated 
the centrality of “identity”  in the overall understanding of the organizational culture as 
experienced by individuals working within it.  Two primary identity groups were evident in the 
study – military personnel (primarily senior officers and a small number of senior enlisted 
personnel) and civilian personnel (senior public servants).  Interestingly, gender differences were 
not observed within (or across) either of these groups, although gender is arguably one of the 
primary components of individual identity (Sandstrom, Martin & Fine, 2010).  This suggests that 
professional identity was most salient for interview respondents.  Combined with other facets, 
identity was spontaneously mentioned as one of the central aspects of the organizational culture, 
and was manifested in multiple ways.
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Identity as ‘identification with the organization’ was particularly important for military 
respondents in this study.  The immersive quality of military life (i.e., one is always a military 
member, frequently in uniform, surrounded by others who look and behave very similarly to 
oneself) probably explains the salience of the military identity, both individually and collectively.   
The prevailing culture at NDHQ is heavily colored by the military identity, and in many, perhaps 
even the majority, of organizational contexts, military personnel could be described as the ‘in-
group’ at the highest levels of the organizational bureaucracy, at least at the time of the study. 

A sample of the main findings reveals patterns that would be anticipated by social identity theory 
when two identity groups attempt to cooperate in a professional capacity.  Remembering that 
identity provides a framework for understanding and interpreting everyday reality, it should not 
be surprising that communication, trust, and decision making were spontaneously raised in this 
study as areas where friction between military and civilian personnel can occur, and can be 
attributed, at least in part, to differences in social identity. 
 
Impact on communication – Study participants identified the predominance of codified language 
in both written and verbal communications in the organizational culture.  Within identity groups, 
particular habits of communication (e.g. references that carry particular meaning to the group, 
use of acronyms as short-hand communication tools) can make it difficult for out-group members 
to understand and decode important information.  Shared experiences (e.g. military training), 
world views (military members are explicitly and implicitly taught to think about the world in 
specific ways) and communication styles (e.g., command versus consensus) both establish and 
maintain a boundary around strong identity groups.  Consistent with social identity theory, out-
group members (primarily civilians) found communication across identity groups much more 
challenging than did in-group members.
 
Impact on trust – Failure to respond according to expectations can undermine trust (Adams, 
Bryant & Webb, 2001; Hill, 2005), but shared assumptions were not always present across 
identity groups (i.e., expectations were not always articulated, nor met).  Assumptions about 
what to expect from individuals are often implicit, and individuals in different identity groups 
were sometimes surprised to find that their own assumptions (e.g., about the best way to 
approach a problem, an optimal solution, or the resources required to achieve a goal) were not 
the same as those of individuals in other identity groups.  In particular, recognition of 
achievements and expertise was experienced as lacking between identity groups.  Furthermore, 
in-group members were less willing to accept that out-group members would be able or willing 
to understand the in-group perspective on some issues, viewing out-group members in an 
adversarial fashion when issues of competition for resources or organizational priorities were 
discussed, as would be expected under social identity theory.  Trust was also manifest in the (un)
willingness to share information across identity groups within the organizational culture, 
although this varied substantially as a function of the particular piece of information and the 
context in which it existed.
  
Impact on decision making – Stylistic differences in decision-making across identity groups were 
consistent with cultural gaps between the military and civilians (i.e., military command vs. 
civilian consensus).  As might be expected, this was articulated as problematic more frequently 
by civilians, and as a frustration more frequently by the military. Friction was reported by some 
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respondents when stylistic expectations were not met (e.g., when some out-group individuals did 
not feel they had been sufficiently consulted prior to the implementation of some organizational 
decisions).  Interestingly, when in-group members reported similar experiences, they sometimes 
also expressed a sense of betrayal that was absent in out-group responses.  Arguably, some in-
group members expected that they would play more important roles in the context of large-scale 
organizational change, and their sense of exclusion would have been heightened as a result.

Concluding Thoughts

The literature provides some intriguing glimpses of the benefits to be accrued from such things 
as ongoing exposure and common training (Hill, 2007; Moelker, Soeters & Vom Hagen, 2007; 
Lichacz, 2009) in the context of military activity.  Social identity theory would suggest that both 
types of activities are likely to support the development of a ‘superordinate’ identity (or at least 
more nuanced understanding of multiple actors’ cultures and identities) in contexts where 
cooperation is required.  On the other hand, friction attributed to culture (and notionally, to 
identity) differences have also been reported (Hill, 2007; Soeters & Manigart, 2009), 
highlighting the impact of neglecting to consider such influences.  The relative lack of empirical 
work in this area also suggests that extensive gaps in current knowledge hinder attempts to 
understand how identity, culture, and cooperation are linked.

No more than we can perceive the lens of our eye as we observe the world, can we be fully 
conscious of all the impacts of our identities on our interpretation of reality.  As illustrated above, 
however, there is a tantalizing suggestion that identity may be one of the keys to better 
understanding interactions between disparate (organizational) cultural groups, including the 
military, national government, and other organizations.  Communication and trust, both reliant 
upon mutual understanding and shared assumptions, can be jeopardized when groups cling to 
their individual identities, despite best intentions to cooperate.  Primarily with respect to the 
“unspoken”  aspects of identity and culture (expectations and assumptions in particular), some 
friction should be expected when disparate identity groups attempt to cooperate.  Performance is 
in part dependent upon the goals of the actors, and shared goals can be rendered more difficult to 
achieve if the actors do not recognize the perils of overly strong group identity in some contexts.

The preceding discussion should not suggest that identity groups are the only influence on 
performance in the workplace, however, nor that membership in a strong identity group like the 
military is somehow a handicap to cooperative behavior.  Rather, there are potential pitfalls that 
can be either avoided or mitigated by awareness of the constraints that identity can impose on 
thinking, relating, and acting in particular social contexts.  For example, the salience of social 
identities can have an impact on reactions to perceived threat (Fischer, Haslam & Smith, 2010), 
and the interpretation of stressful events (Levine & Reicher, 1996).  A common piece of advice 
for facilitating cooperation between groups is the development of superordinate goals to focus 
the activity of two or more groups.  Perhaps in addition to superordinate goals, individuals and 
groups must also define themselves in such a way that their identities are not (unintentionally, 
perhaps) inimical to achieving cooperative goals.  Thus, the advice might be reframed to suggest 
the development of a superordinate identity within working groups to release some of the 
constraints of strong (individualized) organizational identification on group performance. 
Evaluation of ongoing inter-organizational, multinational operations and exercises (e. g., Renuart 
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Jr., 2010; Lichacz, 2009) could provide opportunities to evaluate the validity of this proposition, 
and to further evaluate the notions suggested by social identity theory.

Strong organizational cultures sometimes promote enhanced performance (Rondeau & Wagar, 
1998), but the literature suggests that the relationship is not yet well-understood, and there 
remains the strong likelihood that additional factors must also be present in order for the 
observed performance improvements to manifest.  Identity may be one such additional factor, 
particularly in the circumstance where multiple identity groups are working together on a 
cooperative task.
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