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Cosimo de Medici and Strategy in Science

•

In the famous paper from 1993 Padget and Ansell
analysed the rise of Cosimo de Medici to the position of
“Signore di Firenze”.

•

They identified the strategic behaviour of Cosimo, which
they called robust action, characterized as prudent,
covered and non-committal. It was essential for advancing
in the highly unpredictive environment such as Medieval
Florence.

→ We ask whether these concepts are useful to analyse
scientists` strategies they used to attract more resources or
bring the changes to their communities.
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Why Robust Action in Science?

•

Science is complex, multifaceted and competitive environment
(Latour & Woolgar, 1979).

•

In the process of obtaining resources, scientists must balance
collaboration and collegiality with competition and secrecy,
which leads to strategic game-playing (Hackett 2005).

•

Science is characterized by pervasive cumulative effects of
cognition, resources, actors and institutions at the same time.

•

Creating change in science is a challenge for scientists:
• Established orders of cognition, social structure and
resources.
• The need of orchestrating collecting action, but the risk of
mobilising opposition.

→ Overt and explicit strategies are very risky.
3

Robust Action

•

The concept of robust action has been introduced to indicate
“noncommittal actions that keep future lines of action open in
strategic contexts where opponents are trying to narrow them”
(Padgett & Powell 2012, p.24).

•

When using robust action as a strategy, the goal is to preserve
flexibility while achieving short-term objectives that will enable
long-term gains (Ferraro et al, 2015).

•

These strategies lead to complex, hard to categorize moves,
with the purpose of spanning structural holes (Burt 1992) and
gaining power.
→ Robust action seems to fit characteristics of strategic action
in science.
→ But the concept has never been really developed theoretically
and empirically
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Goals
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•

Understanding the robust action in complex environments like
science.
• Disclosing the conditions under which robust action brings
changes to scientific community.

•

Further developing the concept of robust action.
• Unpacking components of robust action.
• Understanding the variations with environmental
characteristics
• In which scientific fields robust action works?

Robust Action Dimensions
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•

We single out three mutually connected dimensions of robust
action:
• Multivocality
• Brokerage
• Non-commital actions

•

We want to analyze their role in scientists` strategies – their
interconnections and variations across fields.

•

This will lead us to better understanding of nature of robust
action.

Multivocality

•

“The tactical capacity of robust-action brokers to sustain
multiple attributions of identity through uttering sphinxlike
statements that plausibly can be interpreted in multiple ways”
(Padgett & Powell 2012, p. 24).

•

Important part of multivocality is ambiguity, that, despite the
common preconception, leads to connection of fragments of
science (McMahan & Evans, 2018).

→ Ambiguity might be an appropriate tool scientists use to speak
to multiple audiences and to connect fragments of science,
with goals of achieving better positions in and across disciplines.
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Brokerage

•

For an actor to be able to act in a multivocal way, she needs to
be in a brokerage position (Burt 1992). An actor is a broker
when she holds a position that connects otherwise separate
parts of network – different audiences.

•

Different audiences imply different perspectives in
interpretations of brokers’ action - key to creating the
contradictory base of support, and to control the exchange
among separate groups.

•

Science is complex environment, with significant growth in
disciplines and their fragmentation into sub-disciplines (Becher
& Trowler, 2001).

→ Advantage for scientists connecting two or more disciplines.
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Non-committal Action

•

The goal is to preserve flexibility while achieving short-term
objectives that will enable long-term gains (Ferraro et al,
2015).

•
•

Keeping the future lines of action open.
Diversification of research lines, resources and social
community used by scientists.

→ Important to keep open opportunities in an environment, which
is not predictable
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Empirical Design
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•

Analyze strategic action in scientific fields
• Position of individual scientists
• Resources (grants, academic positions, etc.)
• Social relationships

•
•
•

Look to emergence of new topics and social groups over time.

•

Creation of contrastive sample based on the characteristics of
the field.

Focus on the three components of robust action
Mixed methods
• Social network data based on publications
• Desciptive data on resources, etc.
• Interviews with key scientists

Pilot on argumentation studies
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•

An interdisciplinary field with distinct sucommunities
• Applied argumentation
• IT and artificial intelligence
• Theoretical argumentation (logics and rethoric) as a
bridge

•

A field which is rapidly evolving and with strong crossfertilization

•

We want to analyze over time:
• The congnitive structure of the field
• The position of individuals
• The institutionalization process
• The strategies of some key people and institutions (like
the Amsterdam pragma-dialectics school)

Argumentation (Scopus)
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Thank you.
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