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1 Introduction

Much of the current strategic management literature on cognition is predicated on the
implicit assumption that firms face the same cognitive environment (implicit sameness
assumption), or at the very least that firms can be considered cognitively separate from
their cognitive environment (implicit separateness assumption). For reasons assessed in
this paper, both of these implicit assumptions are factually wrong. The objective of this
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paper is to synthetise a view of cognition in the context of comparative and strategic
management research.

Whereas implicit assumptions are not clearly expressed, it is necessary to engage in
textual analysis to find them in the silences. The implicit sameness or separateness
assumption can be found in, e.g., Barr et al. (1992), Agarwal and Helfat (2009), Salvato
and Vassolo (2017), Dane (2018) and Raffaelli et al. (2019). Cognition is important for
firms, because cognitive blind spots impede the recognition of the need for change as has
been argued by, e.g., Tripsas and Gavetti (2000) and Aggarwal et al. (2017).
Additionally, capabilities have a cognitive foundation (Gavetti, 2005).

A change in cognition has been considered within the confines of firms with changes
to cognition at the societal level being treated as externalities (Christianson, 2019) — this
line of argument is predicated on the implicit separateness assumption. A focus on
communities of practice does not necessarily solve the issue of the implicit sameness or
separateness assumption as the discussion in Beane (2019) shows. The implicit sameness
or separateness assumption can also be discerned in, e.g., Granero et al. (2017) and Leslie
et al. (2019): They interpret cognitive pluralism in terms of job-related (functional) and
non-job-related (age) factors.

To spark beneficial outcomes for a firm, the situated cognition view of
multiculturalism — discussed by, e.g., Hong et al. (2000), Elsbach et al. (2005) and Vora
et al. (2018) — would require that any cognitive compartmentalisation is kept at a
minimum. This, in turn, would require the rejection to any implicit sameness or
separateness assumption. The argument that exposure to multiple cultures favours
multiculturalism (Liicke et al., 2014) is effectively contingent on openness vis-a-vis
cognitive pluralism found in society. Openness to cognitive pluralism is not without its
challenges: The discussion of categorisation in Zunino et al. (2019) suggests that
multiculturalism may result in dissonance.

It certainly can be argued that there are individual differences in cognition, e.g.,
Teece (2007) and Helfat and Peteraf (2015), but this does not falsify the view that
cognition is primarily a societal phenomenon. Moreover, dual processing theories of
cognition (Peterson and Barreto, 2018) — individual and society — fail to recognise that
firms may attempt to impose a third processing level.

When firms act in accordance with an implicit sameness or separateness assumption,
firms may become blind to opportunities and threats. The concept of escalation of
commitment showcases such blindness: the insight that an escalation of commitment
results in ignoring the unfavourable effects of the associated decision making (Wong and
Kwong, 2018) may cause firms to exclude opportunities and threats from consideration
when these opportunities and threats are outside of firms’ cognitive boundaries. If firms’
escalation of commitment fails to bring success, the result may encompass cognitive
paranoia. Trait mindfulness has been found to offer a defence against paranoid cognition
(Thoroughgood et al., 2019), but it must be asked whether trait mindfulness also creates a
cognitive obstacle to recognising cognitive pluralism between societies.

The layers of cognition identified in cognitive science may have led to
misconceptions about cognition in the comparative and strategic management literature.
There is an inborn core cognition that is valid throughout humanity (Strickland, 2017)
exemplified by a fear of heights. More complex cognition is learned, and this learning
occurs within society. As the research of, e.g.,, Wade and Kidd (2018) demonstrate,
learning gives rise to very different cognitions from society to society — or from societal
culture to societal culture.
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In this paper, cognition is viewed a product of culture where culture is considered to
exist at the societal level (D’Andrade, 1981; Oyserman, 2011; Muggleton and Banissy,
2014). The three approaches — social perception, information processing and social
motivation — in social cognition identified by Kiesler and Sproull (1982) are all impacted
by society. Cultural differences result in different cognitions as demonstrated in the work
of, e.g., Hofstede (2010) and Ronen and Shenkar (2013). A study by Putranto et al.
(2018) seems to suggest that a deep embed in the occidental cognition and culture is
detrimental to accommodating cultural differences, and thus cognitive pluralism. At the
same time, the finding that social interaction amplifies cognitive bias (Fay et al., 2018) is
thought provoking.

The insight that the same measures that have made a system predictable and safe may
actually limit cognition (Oliver et al., 2017) is interesting when escalated to the level of
societies, because the success of the occident may actually be its undoing. This insight is
also interesting at the firm level, because predictability and safety may be associated with
an escalation of commitment particularly in the context of mounting challenges. Firms’
decision making has been seen as a situational phenomenon mingling action and
cognition (Journé and Raulet-Croset, 2012).

Considering the growing importance of East Asia, it is notable that there are
fundamental differences between the occident (societies defined by the European culture)
and East Asia as shown in the work of, e.g., Norenzayan et al. (2002), Masuda and
Nisbett (2006) and Ueda et al. (2017). The emergence of Sub-Saharan Africa from
coloniality, and the adoption of legal pluralism in several Latin American states will
increasingly raise the issue of societal cognition versus coloniality.

A caveat is in place: cognitive differences between societies may be used to defend
racism (Menéndez, 2018) — and extant coloniality — if one society considers its cognition
to be superior vis-a-vis the others. Concomitantly, denying cognitive differences between
societies contributes to the homogenisation which in combination with asymmetrical
societal power structures may result in cognitive discrimination and even extinction.

Do differences in societally-defined cognitions matter for firms and research outside
of the ethical and legal realms? As long as multinational firms were from societies with
similar cognitions — i.e., the occident in the 19th and 20th centuries — the implications of
cognitive differences were limited: Monsanto (USA) competed with Syngenta
(Switzerland), Linde (Germany) competed with Air Liquide (France), and so on. In the
21st century, the competition is increasingly between firms from societies with dissimilar
cognitions: Bayer (Germany) competes with ChemChina (China), Bombardier (Canada)
competes with CRRC (China), and so on.

Apart from this interfirm aspect, there is the intrafirm aspect. Firms need to decide
whether to attempt to impose a firm-wide cognition across all societies, or to embrace
intra-firm cognitive pluralism. E.g., ChemChina needs to decide on the role of Sino
cognition in its Syngenta subsidiary in Switzerland, and BASF needs to determine the
degree of occidental cognition in its production plant in Lagos.

This paper is divided into three sections. In the first section, cognition is considered
through the lens of the comparative and strategic management literature. This section is
divided into three subsections dealing with the location of cognition, cognition and
institutions, and cognitive pluralism. In the second section, cognition is considered
through the lens of the cognitive science literature. This section is divided into three
subsections dealing with cognitive science and culture, cognitive science and problem
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solving, and cognitive science and emotions. In the third section, the findings in the
previous two sections are discussed.

2 Methodology

Methodology is related to the logic and rationale which buttress the techniques used to
accumulate and collect data for a study (Roberts, 2014). The logic and rationale
buttressing this conceptual paper is critical realism — a combination of critical naturalism
and transcendental realism founded on the work of Bhaskar (2008).

The scholarship of, e.g., Hockey (2010) demonstrates that occidental methodologies
can be discriminatory against non-occidental cognitions. From the standpoint of
cognition-related research, the work of, e.g., Hwang (2015) showed that cultural
differences between the various cultural spheres have not been taken sufficiently into
account in psychological research in addition to the conclusion that critical realism offers
a path forward is of interest. One way to overcome this discrimination is to adopt
cognitive pluralism. Cognitive justice is associated with cognitive pluralism (Burt et al.,
2018).

A necessary step to address the injustice and tyranny associated with implicit
practices relating to methodology is to render them explicit (Harré, 2009). Addressing the
cognitive injustice and tyranny in methodology is made challenging by the erroneous
belief that the currently dominant methodologies would not contain an occidental bias in
spite of their occidental roots.

The term critical in critical realism has been used in the connotations of:

1  epistemological realism
2 emancipatory in intent (Fay, 1990).

Critical realism is epistemologically realistic by recognising that there are non-occidental
cognitions, and therefore non-occidental epistemologies and methodologies; and that
these non-occidental cognitions, epistemologies and methodologies are equal to their
occidental counterparts. Critical realism maintains that “the world is ‘layered’ into
different layers of reality” and that knowledge is fallible “insofar that the complexity of
the world implies that our knowledge of it might be wrong or misleading and so the job
of social investigators is to keep searching for knowledge about causal mechanisms in
different research contexts” [Roberts, (2014), p.2].

In discussing Roy Bhaskar’s later dialectical work, Roberts (2014) notes that abstract
social structures do obtain their historical identity from the dialectical interactions
between history and social structures instead of being solely parts of the historical flow.
Ultimately, this means that the occidental cognition — and hence also the occidental logic
and rationale — cannot be separated from occidental history. It has been noted that for
“advocates of critical realism the plurality of the sciences is necessary because of the
irreducibly stratified character of the mechanisms at work in the real world” [Pratten,
(2013), p.255].
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3 Cognition in the comparative and strategic management literature

This paper rejects the notion that there is a firm-level cognition separate from
society-level cognition. It does recognise that there is a bandwidth of legitimate cognition
in society, and that there may be an appearance of a firm-level cognition as the result of
hiring practices favouring candidates representing one part of the bandwidth. Another
factor that may give the appearance of the existence of a firm-level cognition is that
individuals act opportunistically in the sense that they behave according to the wishes of
their managers without subscribing to the cognition espoused by them.

3.1 Location of cognition

Some of the comparative and strategic management literature, e.g., Voyer (1994), has
been clear that cognition is found at the level of individuals in firms. Another way to look
at cognition has been to consider that different professional groups have their own
cognitions, e.g., Boland and Tenkasi (1995). More broadly, it has been argued that groups
of individuals develop strategies (Porac et al., 1989; Gavetti and Warglien, 2015) and
ways to interpret the environment (Dutton and Dukerich, 1991), but deducing from this
that there is a group-level cognition separate from society-level cognition is troubling.

Particularly in the newer comparative and strategic management literature it has been
at least implicitly assumed that:

1 firms have a cognition separate from society’s

2 firms can change their cognition, e.g., Barr et al. (1992), Mezias et al. (2001),
Agarwal and Helfat (2009), Salvato and Vassolo (2017), Grewatsch and Kleindienst
(2017), Laamanen et al. (2017), Liang et al. (2018) and Christianson (2019).

A postulated mechanism for the emergence of a firm-level cognition would be the shared
experience in working for the same firm — the experience factor has been assessed by
Maitland and Sammartino (2015). Subsuming the emergence of new cognition from
experience is a stretch, because — as is discussed in more detail below — cognition is
rooted in culture, and experience is not necessarily the same as culture.

Experience is not necessarily the same as learning, and when a nexus between
cognition and learning is considered it needs to be recognised that learning happens in
society and in the culture of the society in question as has been shown in, e.g., Wade and
Kidd (2018). As Klein (1973) has noted: culture plays a decisive role in the development
of cognition.

When considering the concepts of cognition and culture, a caveat is in place. Pinder
and Bourgeois (1982) have warned against the borrowing from other academic
disciplines. Culture has been borrowed from anthropology (Smircich, 1983), and
cognition from psychology. Instead of giving cognition and culture different meanings in
the comparative and strategic management literature, it is warranted to respect their
original definitions in anthropology and psychology. E.g., there certainly was an Aztec
culture and a Roman culture, but there was no pochteca culture and a Marcus Licinius
Crassus culture in anthropology. Similarly, every human has only one brain. Thus, there
is not a separate brain for psychology and strategic management.
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Gavetti and Levinthal (2000) have argued that changing cognition is a way to adapt to
the environment, but this assumes that cognition can be changed. Cognition has been
described as fairly stable, e.g., Irwin et al. (2017), but also an opposite view has been
expressed, e.g., Gioia et al. (2010). It is thus unrealistic to assume that individuals change
their cognition. It is more realistic to assume that an individual’s cognition remains
stable, and in the face of pressure the individual responds by opportunistic behaviour. A
firm can steer the cognition found in a firm by choosing employees who share the firm’s
desired cognition, but this is limited by the cognitive bandwidth defined by society.
Furthermore, it is questionable whether a firm can separate between cognition and
opportunistic behaviour.

Historically, the emphasis in the strategic management literature has been on reducing
cognitive uncertainty, but this has been changing (Michel, 2007). The examples used by
Michel (2007) are of limited cognitive uncertainty, because all of them are from the
occident. Moreover, the occidental dominance in the formulation and interpretation of
international public law has led to a regulatory convergence (Negro and Longhofer,
2018).

The re-emergence of societies with very different cognitions as major economic and
technological players is conducive to increasing cognitive uncertainty. Instead of
reducing cognitive uncertainty, attempts to analyse and describe non-occidental
cognitions and cultures using the occidental cognition and culture are prone to result in an
escalation of commitment, and ultimately erect barriers of incomprehension and thus
delay necessary action by firms.

Limiting cognition to the societal level narrows the perspective — and narrowing has
been criticised in the comparative and strategic management literature by, e.g., Sullivan
(1998) — because other sources for cognition than society are not recognised. At the same
time, it broadens the perspective by stressing the pluralism emanating from cognitive and
cultural differences between societies.

Paradigmatic rigidity has been found to be an impediment to breakthrough in research
and development (Chai, 2017). Although this finding is contextualised to barriers
between research projects and scientific disciplines, assuming that the occidental
cognition and culture dominates the global economy and technology introduces
paradigmatic rigidity also into comparative and strategic management research, and
strategic management. Opening research to encompass non-occidental cognitions as
equal to the occidental cognition is a way to reduce rigidity.

Simon (1987) has been associated cognition with poor decision making. This does not
need to be the case. It is necessary to recognise the cultural and cognitive limitations to
proactively identify and eliminate poor decisions as the result of cognitive blind spots,
and rigidity.

3.2 Cognition and institutions

The challenge of barriers of incomprehension extends into the realm of institutions.
Culture forms the foundation for institutions which in turn impact human behaviour and
human cognition. Societies are characterised by a large number of institutions, be it social
institutions like ethics and morality, or legal institutions like legal principles reaching
back centuries — considering institutions as expressions of ethics, law and morals can be
reconciled with Galen’s use of the term in Institutes in AD 161.
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The view that cognition is a societal phenomenon with some individual variance can
be seen in the context of the argument that institutions are not limited to a background
role and that institutions directly influence strategic decision making (Meyer et al., 2009;
Gao et al., 2017), because institutions tend to be the result of lengthy historical
developments.

Power is often related to institutions. Krackhardt’s (1990) argument that cognition is
used in the assessment of a (power) network. The challenge associated with cognitive
barriers of incomprehension is that an individual does not understand the (power)
network founded on another cognition. E.g., the factual distribution of power in
occidental and Chinese state-owned firms may be different because of cognitive
differences.

3.3 Cognitive pluralism

Although (societal) cross-cultural differences have received some attention in
comparative and strategic management research, e.g., Franke et al. (1991), Steers et al.
(2012) and Li et al. (2017), the research has been hampered by its focus on the occident,
and hence the occidental cognition and culture. As long as there was an occidental
economic, legal and technological global dominance, the implications of this bias for
comparative and strategic management research were limited. With the re-emergence of
particularly China and India with their cognitions and cultures as major economic and
technological powers in addition to changes in Africa and Latin America, non-occidental
cognitions and cultures cannot be ignored any longer.

Again a caveat is in place: If firm-level cognition is considered independent of
society-level cognition, then the assumption of a similarity of the cognition in firms from
different cultures seems viable. This may give rise to significant errors not only in
comparative and strategic management research but also in strategic management,
because it cannot be assumed that cognitions and cultures in firms like ChemChina and
Sinopharm on the one hand are the same as in firms like BASF and Roche on the other
hand — this speaks to the inadequacy of the implicit sameness or separateness assumption.

The cognitive and cultural differences between ChemChina and Sinopharm on the
one hand, and BASF and Roche on the other hand would seem to be truisms. It is
therefore surprising to consider the reference lists of the highest ranked journals in
strategic management. References to works — irrespective of the ethnic origin of the
authors — explaining the views of, e.g., Confucianism, Hinduism, Mexicayotl and the
Yoruba religion on strategic management: Almost non-existent in the top-rated strategic
management journals.

The scarcity of non-occidental views is troubling in two ways. First, in a hierarchical
cognitive system religion-related moral occupies the apex (Strohminger and Nichols,
2014). Second, cognitive differences have been observed in cross-cultural studies, e.g.,
Boyer and Ramble (2001), Hong and Chiu (2001), Norenzayan et al. (2002), Fay et al.
(2018) and Willard and McNamara (2019). Thus, in the strategic management literature
attempts are made to analyse and describe the phenomenon of strategic management in
non-occidental firms or in non-occidental societies by the expedient of occidental culture
and cognition. It is doubtful that this can objectively succeed, and this creates the threat
of a cognitive blind spot in strategic management practice and research.
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It is unrealistic to expect that Africans, Chinese, Indians, Indigenous Americans,
occidentals and others change their respective cognition. What may be more realistic is
that individuals from societies with different cognitions are better equipped to thrive in a
changed environment, e.g., an environment characterised by the re-emergence of
particularly China and India with their cultures and cognitions. This is made more
important in view of the observed norm tightness in different societies. Gelfand et al.
(2011) and Shin et al. (2017) have argued that norm tightness has to be considered in
addition to cultural distance. East and South Asian societies have some of the highest
tightness scores (Gelfand et al., 2011). Hence, it cannot be assumed that East and South
Asian societies — and individuals from these societies — will adopt the occidental
cognition and culture.

4 Cognition in cognitive science

In the cognitive science literature, societal culture, emotions and problem solving have
received significant attention. Therefore, the cognitive science literature raises doubts
about the existence and even the possibility of firm-specific cognitions.

4.1 Cognitive science and culture

A challenge in the use of the term cognition is that the term culture is not defined
unequivocally in social sciences. This void is problematic in the research of cognition,
because culture impacts cognition and perception (D’Andrade, 1981; Oyserman, 2011;
Muggleton and Banissy, 2014). In this paper, culture is understood to refer to culture at
the societal level. Whereas culture is considered to be the human culture that has
developing over 50 millennia in cognitive science (D’Andrade, 1981), culture is
considered particularly in newer business literature to be firm-specific and relatively
easily changeable. In this paper, cognition is considered relatively stable over time. This
does not mean that there would not be change, or that a cognition in a society would be
immune against external influences.

An example of imported cognition-related processes is the strength of dialectic
thinking in China as a result of Marxist teaching (Zhang et al., 2015), but this has
coincided with deep changes in the Chinese society since 1949. Simultaneously, it needs
to be kept in mind that traditional Chinese thinking — and thus the associated cognition —
are influential in today’s China as shown in, e.g., Marchal (2017). The rise of legal
pluralism in Latin America (Galvan, 1997; Andrade, 2007) also demonstrates the stability
of cognitions and cultures over time even against the backdrop of discrimination and
cultural genocide, in this case Indigenous American nations’ cognitions and cultures.

Fundamental cognition-related differences have been found between different human
cultures. Because the timely identification of discontinuous change and related
exploration are of great importance in strategic management, the interaction of cognition
and exploration warrants some attention. In a cross-cultural study, Wade and Kidd (2018)
found that Indigenous American Tsimane school-aged children exhibit a greater
propensity for exploration than their US counterparts. Moreover, Tsimane school-aged
children are less influenced by age-based authority represented by, e.g., teachers (Wade
and Kidd, 2018). These findings raise the prospect that the occidental education and
upbringing suppress exploration outside of the confines of the current occidental culture
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and episteme. For strategic management, such a suppression would mean the prevalence
of an escalation of commitment.

Human cognition has been found to be strongly impacted by the use of socially
shared symbols (Fay et al., 2018). In different societies, what is socially shared may
differ significantly. As noted, different symbols signify different cognitions. For strategic
management, the interrelationship between cognition and socially shared symbols raises
the issue of cognitive bias being introduced by differences in shared symbols — a bias that
could adversely affect the identification of opportunities and threats.

Societies have been divided into different groups based on their cognitions and
cultures, e.g., Hofstede (2010) and Ronen and Shenkar (2013). Figure 1 shows that
different cognitions intersect, but there are areas of difference. The intersection can be
interpreted to be the inborn core cognition postulated in Strickland (2017). Cognitive
differences result in differences in strategic decision making, e.g., Mitchell et al. (2000).

Figure 1 Intersecting cognitions

Occidental
Cognition

Cognition

Although it has been argued that collectivist and individualistic approaches can be found
and activated in different cultures (Oyserman, 2011), this does not translate into the
existence of a globally uniform cognition and culture. There are differences in degrees
within and particularly between societies. As there are variations in human behaviour in
society, there is a bandwidth of acceptable behaviour in society. Which behaviours fall
within the acceptable bandwidth varies from society to society as defined by their
respective culture. Similarly, there is a bandwidth of acceptable cognitions in each
culture.

In many instances, differences in cognitions go to the very foundations of the way the
environment is observed. Chinese and occidental cognitions epitomise these fundamental
differences by attributing different roles to the five human senses (Huanan, 2017).
Language is another source of differences. The comprehension of the world is evident in
language and encoded differently in different cultures (Nufiez and Cornejo, 2012).

The combination of language and society impacts social interactions (Tenzer et al.,
2014; Volk et al., 2014; Jalonen et al., 2018), but the business literature has not addressed
the strategic management-related implications of there being multiple languages
satisfactorily, e.g., the first language of society A is X and firm B imposes language Y in
intrafirm communications in society A. The work in Wang et al. (2019) suggests that
linguistic skills may not be sufficient as long as deeper properties associated with a
society are not present. Considering the cognitive nexus between a culture and the
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language associated with it, it is doubtful that the imposition of one language allows for a
pluralistic mindset — a concept for taking advantage of cultural pluralism proposed in
van Knippenberg et al. (2013).

The differences between cultures are fundamental. E.g., anatomical and neural
differences founded on cultural background have been found in math-related processing
(Tcheang, 2014). The resulting cognitive differences are hence so fundamental that
changing an individual’s cognition is unlikely. The issue then becomes how an individual
deals with a situation that is incongruent with the individual’s cognition. The answer is
not a change in cognition, but the answer is opportunistic behaviour. It is not sufficient to
consider a CEO’s cognition as done by, e.g., Kaplan (2008). From the standpoint of
strategic management the issue arises where to place a firm on the cognitive concordance
— opportunistic behaviour continuum, see Figure 2.

Figure 2 Cognitive concordance — opportunistic behaviour continuum

Opportunistic Cognitive
Behaviour Concordance

4.2 Cognitive science and problem solving

Strategic management may involve complex problem solving as do, e.g., invention and
innovation. In cognitive science, it has been found that the strategies used in complex
problem solving vary from society to society. This finding renders any implicit sameness
or separateness assumption problematic in comparative and strategic management
practice and research.

Complex problem solving depends not only on the specific demands of the situation,
but particularly on country-specific — or society-specific — problem-solving strategies
(Giiss et al., 2010). Whereas an analytical mode emphasising isolated units is used in the
occident, a holistic mode emphasising relationships is used in East Asia (Norenzayan
et al., 2002; Masuda and Nisbett, 2006; Ueda et al., 2017).

Significant differences between the occident and East Asia have been observed in the
processing of visual input (Ueda et al., 2017). Whereas occidentals use rule-based
approaches, East Asians use intuitive approaches — neither guarantees accuracy in
reasoning (Norenzayan et al., 2002). Significant cultural differences in narrative
construction have been observed between the occident and East Asia (Senzaki et al.,
2014). In agreeing that cultural differences exist, Umla-Runge et al. (2014) note that
differences in encoding lead to salient objects being preferentially processed in scenes,
but contextual information is more taken into account in East Asia.

4.3 Cognitive science and emotions

The interrelationship of cognition and emotions has been raised in the business literature,
e.g., Barsade (2002), van Hoorebeke (2008), Vuori and Huy (2016), Giorgi (2017) and
Raffaelli et al. (2019). One form of emotion is nationalism (Lubinski and Wadhwani,
2019), but it has also been claimed that emotions are firm-dependent (Petriglieri et al.,
2019). Nationalism is undoubtedly a society-related phenomenon, but firms are not
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societies. In some instances, a firm may be a (shared) symbol of a particular society, e.g.,
ChemChina may be considered a symbol of China, and Gruma a symbol of Mexico. In
such cases, firms can be interpreted as placeholders for the actual object of emotions —
society.

What remains ultimately unresolved in the emotions-related literature is the roots of
the emotions impacting cognition, i.e., are these emotions rooted in cerebral functions
found in all humans, or are these emotions culturally dependent? In the case of societal
culture-dependency, how do emotions impact cognition in the context of strategic
management? Particularly strong emotions may give rise to an escalation of commitment,
and hence facilitate the occurrence of cognitive blindfolds which adversely affect
strategic management.

5 Discussion

The assessment performed in this paper suggests a view of cognition in strategic
management that is both narrower and wider as found in much of the contemporary
comparative and strategic management literature. It is narrower by rejecting the notion
that there would be a firm-level cognition separate from the society-level cognition.
There may be the inaccurate perception of a separate firm-level cognition in two cases.
First, individual employees engage in opportunistic behaviour congruent with the firm
management’s expectations even if this means that their cognition is violated. Second,
individuals’ cognitions are not identical in a society but within an acceptable bandwidth.
A firm is thus able to hire employees from a particular segment of the bandwidth. In both
cases, cognition is defined by society and its culture.

The view of cognition in this paper is wider, because it recognises that there is a
pluralism of cognitions as the result of differences between societies. The re-emergence
of non-occidental societies — most notably China and India in the business realm, and
Indigenous American nations as a result of the adoption of legal pluralism in several
Latin American jurisdictions — means that additional cognitions are gaining importance.
Because of differences in society-level cognitions, it is reasonable to expect that firms
like ChemChina and Sinopharm on the one hand exhibit different cognitions than BASF
and Roche on the other hand. The cognitive differences between societies are
operationalised in firms by the cognitions of individual employees which are defined by
society.

Empirically, it is certainly possible to find that ChemChina, Sinopharm, BASF and
Roche are cognitively similar. The issue here is that empirical research has a tendency to
find what is searched for by the researchers. This phenomenon is worsened by the desire
of some non-occidental researchers to be more occidental than most occidentals, because
the occident is associated with power, success, technological excellence and wealth.
Therefore, non-occidental researchers do not always speak with a non-occidental voice
but a particularly occidental voice — particularly if they feel that this is necessary for
publishing in occidental journals. Empirical methods can thus be misleading in
comparative and strategic management research.

Biases in favour of one societal cognition are problematic from the standpoint of
practice and research. If this one societal cognition is under threat, then an escalation of
commitment vis-a-vis this societal cognition cannot be ruled out. Via individuals
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employed by firms, such an escalation of commitment spreads into firms and their
strategic management.

The strategic implications of an escalation of commitment encompass a clinging to
and radicalisation of concepts congruent with the societal cognition in question even in
the face of mounting evidence of the societal cognition’s failure. Two examples hereof
are warranted. First, the challenge of drug resistant pathogens (Gallant et al., 2017) is
forcing the occidental pharmaceutical industry to fundamentally rethink the limits of
occidental medicinal and pharmaceutical chemistry (Cheng, 2011; Sen and Chakraborty,
2017). An escalation of commitment by the occidental pharmaceutical industry to
chemistry founded on the occidental cognition would very likely have lethal
consequences.

Second, it is increasingly obvious that the occidental cognition has failed to fend off
climate change caused by humans. An increase of greenhouse gas concentrations in
Earth’s atmosphere followed the emergence of agriculture 8,000 years ago (Ruddiman,
2003), but the concentration of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere soared as a result of the
dynamics put into motion by the First Industrial Revolution (Henriques and Borowiecki,
2017). Soaring greenhouse gas emissions and the associated rise in carbon dioxide
concentration in the atmosphere were a result of the ultimately worldwide adoption of
technology of occidental extraction. An escalation of commitment vis-a-vis the
occidental cognition contains the danger that solutions to a crisis caused by the occidental
cognition is paradoxically sought within the confines of the same occidental cognition.
Arguably, it would be more logical to seek solutions elsewhere.

A search for solutions for the challenges posed by drug resistant pathogens and
climate change is hampered by implicit sameness and separateness assumptions, if these
effectively reinforce the search for solutions within the confines of the occidental
cognition. In a crisis, an escalation of commitment on the one hand, and implicit
sameness and separateness assumptions are prone to be mutually reinforcing thus
impeding the identification and development of effective and efficient solutions.

The view of cognition in comparative and strategic management presented in this
paper has two major implications for comparative and strategic management research,
and the strategic management practice. First, it makes clear that attempts at creating a
firm-level cognition cannot succeed, because there is no firm-level cognition separate
from society-level cognition. Attempts at creating firm-level cognitions are inherently
destructive, because they result in opportunistic behaviour and/or extreme cognitive
narrowness. Thus: Cynicism is encouraged, and strategic management is detrimentally
affected.

Second, it is necessary to embrace cognitive pluralism between societies in order to
broaden the cognitive foundation of invention and innovation. This entails rejecting the
view that there is one dominant cognition and that all other cognitions should be managed
in such a way as to impede challenges to the dominant cognition.

6 Conclusions

It has been argued in this paper that a firm-specific cognition does not exist. There may
exist something that resembles a firm-specific cognition because of opportunistic
behaviour and employee selection, but a resemblance is different from reality. For
comparative and strategic management research, this has significant implications.



Cognition in comparative and strategic management research 241

If a firm-specific cognition existed, then it would significantly contribute to cohesion
within the firm. The outcome of the rejection of a firm-specific cognition presented in
this paper is that a resemblance of a firm-specific cognition is destructive. On the one
hand, opportunistic behaviour leads to lip-service and cynicism that is unlikely to
improve cohesion and performance. On the other hand, personnel selection based on
cognitive concordance is prone to reduce cognitive plurality and thus the cognitive
foundation of innovation — the lack of cognitive plurality (especially when paired with
the implicit sameness or separateness assumption) increases the likelihood of an
escalation of commitment when a crisis takes hold.

Any detrimental strategic repercussions of a lack of cognitive plurality are
exacerbated by a contemporaneous implicit sameness or separateness assumption. It is
thus important to critically consider the strategic implications and source of the
resemblance of a firm-specific cognition in empirical and theoretical work.

As long as the occident has enjoyed economic, legal and technological global
dominance, the research challenges resulting from cognitive plurality have been limited.
The bandwidth of occidental cognition has meant that firms have not been able to stray
far away from the cognition in society-at-large. This has effectively limited opportunistic
behaviour. The strengthening of non-occidental societies — e.g., China and India — with
cultures significantly differing from the occidental culture means that there is an increase
in cognitive pluralism. This increase in the cognitive pluralism increases the likelihood of
incompatible cognitions colliding and thus the emergence of opportunistic behaviour.
Such collisions have received very little attention in the literature in spite of their growing
importance. This opens significant research opportunities in an increasingly multipolar
and cognitively pluralistic world.

Of particular concern is the phenomenon in research that researchers find what they
are looking for. If occidental concepts founded on the occidental cognition are used to
analyse non-occidental firms, it is almost certain that it is found that non-occidental firms
are similar with occidental firms. Evidence to the contrary is ignored. As a result, the
resulting empirical work and theory building is not founded on all aspects of the
phenomenon and thus it is fundamentally flawed.

The argument of the non-existence of a firm-specific cognition gives new impulses to
empirical research and theory building in comparative and strategic management. The
increasing economic, legal and technological significance of cognitive pluralism in the
world of business makes it more important to consider the foundations of cognition.
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