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Preface and Acknowledgements

This book reflects a significant part of the intellectual development I have gone
through in the past decade. What started as an empirical investigation into the
diversification-performance nexus from an economic point of view developed
into a social-constructivistic perspective on the process of corporate
diversification. Being educated as an economist in a positivistic tradition, it
seemed meaningful, at the time I became interested in corporate diversification,
to evaluate the influence of corporate diversity on the performance of European
companies. By then, diversification research was largely focused on U.S.-based
companies and the diversity profiles of European firms had only incidentally
been studied. But shortly after I started to collect and review earlier research, I
was struck by the contradictory evidence diversification research had produced
in the past thirty years, a feeling that only grew as I added newly published
studies. I concluded that, despite the immense size of both empirical and
conceptual work, little could be said unambiguously about the implications of
diversification on the performance of firms. Also, an all-embracing theory of
diversification that explains the success or failure of individual diversification
projects was lacking and the insights from the research at hand only offered
managers of diversifying firms some general clues.

The inquiry into the fundamental causes of these disappointing results
became the starting point of an exciting intellectual journey that led me into
unfamiliar parts of the organisational research literature. I found myself in
particular attracted to the fields of managerial and organisational cognition and
organisational learning that, by then, began to gain widespread attention of
researchers. The theories, insights and methodologies these fields had produced
became the core of an alternative research approach to investigate the process in
which corporate diversification comes about. This approach, including a
founded research methodology, aims at charting processes of organisational
learning during the course of a diversification project from the perspective of the
managers responsible for, or involved in, these projects, i.e. a cognitive
perspective. I applied this approach upon three cases of diversification in as
many small and medium-sized companies, which turned out to be an absolutely
fascinating as well as laborious undertaking. I was far from unfortunate with the
three companies that offered their co-operation. The (owner-)managers in these
companies were time and again willing to spend time for interviews and share
some of their deepest thoughts with me. The images of their unfolding
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diversification projects have been the basis of a, in my view, new and fresh
perspective on corporate diversification. Looking back and considering both the
research process and its outcome, I can only say that I have enjoyed the journey,
even though it has taken somewhat more time than I intended. In writing this
book I have deliberately chosen to report on the entire journey, instead of only
describing the ‘sights’ that turned out to be most meaningful at the end. It goes
without saying that the size of this book reflects this decision. However, in my
view, the travelling is often at least as interesting as the halting places as the
path travelled towards the sights influences their understanding and meaning. In
this context, a full report of the journey may inform readers and contribute to
their sense-making of its findings and insights. It can in particular be of value to
researchers who (intend to) employ the research methodology that emerged
during this journey themselves.

As any piece of research, this research project has been influenced by, and
benefited from, the various contexts I found myself in at various stages in its
completion. At the start of the project, it was the Faculty of Economics at the
University of Groningen that gave me ample room to explore the field of
strategic management both in breadth and depth. During its entire course, this
research has, unquestionably, greatly profited from the series of workshops on
Managerial and Organisational Cognition that, started by Colin Eden and
Beverly Winterscheid, have been organised since 1993. The community of
researchers that have attended these workshops created, time and again, an
exhilarating and constructive atmosphere that is rarely matched in a research
conference. I found it therefore only fortunate to be able to contribute to the
organisation of several of these workshops.

Near the end of the research project, some three years ago, I moved to the
Centre for Organisational Learning and Change at Universiteit Nyenrode. This
Centre, uniquely positioned on the crossroads of the worlds of science and
business, introduced me to a broad, and still growing, array of challenging
action research projects and experiences. Shortly after my move to Nyenrode,
Jaap Leemhuis of GBN Europe offered me an additional and excellent
opportunity to engage in and learn from the facilitation of strategic
conversations in several major companies and (non-)governmental
organisations. To this date, I experience this opportunity as inspiring and daring,
not in the last place thanks to the ongoing debate, within the GBN community of
practitioners and its affiliates, on the value and design of truly enabling
strategizing processes.

I am most grateful to my supervisor Peter Zwart who read the manuscript,
despite the unpredictable whimsicality with which I sent him the parts, with
commendable exactitude to uncover flaws precisely in those chains of
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argumentation I was struggling with. I also thank the members of the graduation
committee – the professors S.W. Douma, A.M. Sorge and A. van Witteloostuijn –,
whose constructive comments I have happily and readily adopted. Special
thanks goes to Micheal MacCulloch, who corrected the text conscientiously and,
in doing so, helped me to overcome the limitations of a non-native speaker of
the English language.

Soon after its start, this research project faced a welcome but steadily increasing
competition that it was bound to lose. During its course Hilde and my life was
enriched by four of the loveliest children one can wish. Sandra, Coen, Marlous,
and Evelyne, you may not have had a clue what I have been doing for the past
years, it does not matter anyway, as it is by far not as interesting and important
as fairies, clowns, wiggling giraffes and the Large Friendly Giant. While sharing
the liveliness of these children, I owe most to Hilde for contributing to this
research project in so many ways. It is her to which I dedicate this book with my
deepest admiration (and beyond).

Robert Bood
‘s-Hertogenbosch

23 September 2000
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