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Institutional theory presents a paradox. Institutional analysis is as old as Emile
Durkheim’s exhortation to study “social facts as things,” yet sufficiently novel
to be preceded by new in much of the contemporary literature. Institutionalism
purportedly represents a distinctive approach to the study of social, economic,
and political phenomena; yet it is often easier to gain agreement about what it is
not than about what it is. There are several reasons for this ambiguity: scholars
who have written about institutions have often been rather casual about defining
them; institutionalism has disparate meanings in different disciplines; and, even
within organization theory, “institutionalists” vary in their relative emphasis on
micro and macro features, in their weightings of cognitive and normative as-
pects of institutions, and in the importance they attribute to interests and
relational networks in the creation and diffusion of institutions.

Although there are as many “new institutionalisms” as there are social sci-
ence disciplines, this book is about just one of them, the one that has made its
mark on organization theory, especially that branch most closely associated
with sociology. In presenting the papers assembled here, we hope to accom-
plish three things. First, by publishing together for the first time (in part 1) four
often-cited foundation works, we provide a convenient opening for readers
seeking an introduction to this literature.! Second, the papers that follow (es-
pecially those in part 2) advance institutionalism’s theoretical cutting edge by
clarifying ambiguities in the paradigm and defining the processes through
which institutions shape organizational structure and action. These papers con-
solidate the work of the last decade and suggest several agendas for further
investigation.

Third, the empirical contributions in part 3 illustrate the explanatory poten-
tial of institutional theory in an area in which it has been relatively silent: the
analysis of organizational change. Two of these chapters (DiMaggio; Ga-
laskiewicz) analyze the emergence of organizational fields; two (Fligstein;
Brint and Karabel) explain significant transformations within existing fields;
and the last two chapters (Orrl, Biggart, and Hamilton; Singh, Tucker, and
Meinhard) explore the relationship between institutional processes and in-
terorganizational competition.
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A different strand of institutional thinking comes from such fields as mac-
rosociology, social history, and cultural studies, in which behavioralism never
took hold. In these areas, institutions have always been regarded as the basic
building blocks of social and political life. New insights from anthropology,
history, and continental social theory challenge deterministic varieties of both
functionalism and individualism, shedding light on how meaning is socially
constructed and how symbolic action transforms notions of agency. This line of
thinking suggests that individual preferences and such basic categories of
thought as the self, social action, the state, and citizenship are shaped by in-
stitutional forces. ‘

Within organizational studies, institutional theory has responded to em-
pirical anomalies, to the fact that, as March and Olsen ( 1984:747) put it, “what
we observe in the world is inconsistent with the ways in which contemporary
theories ask us to talk.” Studies of organizational and political change routinely
point to findings that are hard to square with either rational-actor or func-
tionalist accounts (see DiMaggio and Powell, ch. 3). Administrators and
politicians champion programs that are established but not implemented; man-
agers gather information assiduously, but fail to analyze it; experts are hired not

for advice but to signal legitimacy. Such pervasive findings of case-based re-
search provoke efforts to replace rational theories of technical contingency or
strategic choice with alternative models that are more consistent with the orga-
nizational reality that researchers have observed.

Approaches to institutions rooted in such different soils cannot be expectedto
converge on a single set of assumptions and goals. There are, in fact, many new
institutionalisms—in economics, organization theory, political science and
public choice, history, and sociology—united by little but a common skep-
ticism toward atomistic accounts of social processes and a common conviction
that institutional arrangements and social processes matter. In this brief review,
we focus only on a few of the major tendencies and contrast them with the “new
institutionalism” in organizational analysis.3

THE NEW INSTITUTIONAL ECONOMICS

The analytic tradition initiated by Coase (1937, 1960) and reinvigorated by
Williamson (1975, 1985) has been taken up by economic historians (North
1981), students of law and economics (Posner 1981), game theorists (Schotter
1981), and organizational economists (Alchian and Demsetz 1972; Nelson and
Winter 1982; Grossman and Hart 1987).4 b

The new institutional economics adds a healthy dose of realism to the stan-
dard assumptions of microeconomic theory. Individuals attempt to maximize
their behavior over stable and consistent preference orderings, but they do so,
institutional economists argue, in the face of cognitive limits, incomplete infor-
mation, and difficulties in monitoring and enforcing agreements. Institutions
arise and persist when they confer benefits greater than the transaction cots (that
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is, the costs of negotiation, execution, and enforcement) incurred in creating
and sustaining them.

The new institutional economics takes the transaction as the primary unit of
analysis. The parties to an exchange wish to economize on transaction costs ina
world in which information is costly, some people behave opportunistically,
and rationality is bounded. The challenge, then, is to understand how such at-
tributes of transactions as asset specificity, uncertainty, and frequency give rise
to specific kinds of economic institutions. According to organizational econo-
mists, institutions reduce uncertainty by providing dependable and efficient
frameworks for economic exchange (North 1988).

Despite these shared assumptions there are points of divergence even within
the new institutional economics. In particular, there are differences in treat-
ments of transaction costs, contention over the optimality of institutions, and
differential explanatory weight given to the state and ideology. Williamson
(1985) sees opportunism (self-interest-seeking with guile) as a key source of
transaction costs. By contrast, Matthews (1986) emphasizes the purely cog-
nitive costs of organizing and monitoring transactions, even when participants

are honest. North (1984) also defines transaction costs more broadly, viewing
them as the general overhead costs of maintaining a system of property rights,
under conditions of growing specialization and a complex division of labor.

Another unresolved issue concerns the extent to which institutions represent

optimal responses to social needs. Throughout much of this literature there is,
to use Kuran’s (1988:144) term, an air of “optimistic functionalism, a mode of
explanation whereby outcomes are attributed to their beneficial consequences.”
Williamson (1985), for example, implies that considerable foresight is exer-
cised in the development of institutional arrangements and that competition
climinates institutions that have become inefficient. By contrast, Akerlof
(1976) demonstrates that institutions may persist even when they serve no one’s
interests. For example, although everyone may be worse off under a caste sys-
tem, rational individuals may comply with its norms because they do not want
to risk ostracism. In other words, once institutions are established, they may
persist even though they are collectively suboptimal (Zucker 1986).

Nelson and Winter (1982), who take an evolutionary approach, view institu-
tions as end products of random variation, selection, and retention, rather than
individual foresight. North (1988) argues that institutions are shaped by histor-
ical factors that limit the range of options open to decision makers; thus they
produce different results than those implied by a theory of unlimited choices
and strategic responses. Matthews (1986) argues that inertia plays an important
role in institutional persistence. Even when institutions do not conform to the
demands of a given environment, they may nevertheless endure because, as
North suggests, the prospective gains from altering them are outweighed by the
costs of making the changes. Thus, for North and others, the transaction cOsts
of institutional change provide institutions with something of a cushion.
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agenda-setting powers, the sequence in which proposals must be made, and the
allocation of veto rights (Shepsle and Weingast 1987; Ostrom 1986; Shepsle
1986, 1988). Modeling in this tradition often employs principal-agent imagery
to examine the efforts of one political actor (e.g., a congressional subcommit-
tee) to control another (e.g., a federal agency).

The general picture provided by this insightful line of work is one in which
congressional policy is highly dependent on the agenda-setting powers inherent
in legislative rules. The explanation of the powerful gatekeeping role played by
legislative committees «resides in the rules governing the sequence of propos-
ing, amending, and especially of vetoing the legislative process” (Shepsle and
Weingast 1987:86). The structure of political rules is fairly resilient to the ebbs
and flows of the agendas of politicians, and the rules can easily live on when the
original support for them wanes. As aresult, legislative rules are seen as robust,
resistant in the short run to political pressures, and in the long run, systemat-
jcally constraining the options decision makers are free to pursue. {

Political scientist Terry Moe has chided rational-choice institutionalism for
emphasizing the formal mechanisms of legislative control to the exclusion of
indirect, unintentional, and systemic methods (Moe 1987:291). Missing from
the positive theory’s models of rules and procedures are the dynamic, informal
features of institutions. In an insightful analytic history of the National Labor
Relations Board, Moe demonstrates how the agency transformed its own politi-
cal environment, and highlights the vital mutual dependence that developed
between the NLRB and its constituents. He also emphasizes the role of infor-
mal norms and standards of professionalism in shaping the board’s relationship
with Congress. Nevertheless, Moe concludes that, despite its flaws, the new
institutionalism in politics and economics promises toprovide a general rational-
choice theory of social institutions. We are somewhat less optimistic, in part
because Moe’s excellent work demonstrates that this approach focuses on only
the more formal and fixed aspects of the political process. While some concern
is evinced for how institutions emerge, most of the analyses treat rules and pro-
cedures as exogenous determinants of political behavior.

INTERNATIONAL REGIMES

The second strand of political science’s new institutionalism has emerged in
the field of international relations. Here scholars have rejected a once popular
anarchic view of international relations and have explored the conditions under
which international cooperation occurs, and examined the institutions (re-
gimes) that promote cooperation (Krasner 1983; Keohane 1984, 1988; Young
1986). International regimes are multilateral agreements, at once resulting from
and facilitating cooperative behavior, by means of which states regulate their
relations with one another within a particular issue area. Some of these interna-
tional institutions (e.g., the United Nations or the World Bank) are formal
organizations; others, such as the international regime for money and trade (the
GATT or General Agreement on Trade and Tariffs) are complex sets of rules,
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choice/game-theoretic tradition view institutions as temporarily “congealed
tastes” (Riker 1980), frameworks “of rules, procedures, and arrangements”
(Shepsle 1986), or “prescriptions about which actions are required, prohibited,
or permitted” (Ostrom 1986). The new institutional economics, particularly the
branch located in economic history, contends that “institutions are regularities
in repetitive interactions, . . . customs and rules that provide a set of incen-
tives and disincentives for individuals” (North 1986:231). The economics of
organization conceives of institutions as governance structures, social arrange-
ments geared to minimize transaction costs (Williamson 1985).

In the international relations literature, regimes are defined as “sets of im-
plicit or explicit principles, norms, rules, and decision-making procedures
around which actors’ expectations converge in a given area of international re-
lations” (Krasner 1983:2). What distinguishes this line of research from
rational-choice approaches is its specifically normative element—standards of
behavior are defined in terms of customs and obligations, a focus that draws this
work much closer to the sociological tradition. Indeed, Young’s (1986:107)
definition of an institution— “recognized practices consisting of easily identi-
fiable roles, coupled with collections of rules or conventions governing
relations among the occupants of these roles” —is consonant with much recent
work in sociology.

As we move from the new institutionalism in economics and public choice to
the new institutionalism in regime theory and organization theory, the term
institution takes on a different meaning. In the former approaches, institutions
are the products of human design, the outcomes of purposive actions by instru-
mentally oriented individuals. But in the latter, while institutions are certainly
the result of human activity, they are not necessarily the products of conscious
design.

Consider the institution of sovereign statehood, a more than three-hundred-
year-old notion that developed slowly over the course of centuries. The prin-
ciple of sovereignty is well understood—it implies reciprocity among nation-
states, it creates well-defined roles and statuses, and it implies membership in
the international system. But the institution of the modern sovereign state is not
traceable to the conscious efforts of specific social groups. Nor is the complex-
ity of the modern state easily decomposable into smaller units of analysis; nor
can it be adequately described by simple aggregation techniques. Indeed, such
institutions are relatively constant in the face of considerable turnover among
individual members and officeholders, and are often resilient to the idiosyncrat-
ic demands of those who wish to influence them. -

The new institutionalism in organization theory and sociology comprises a
rejection of rational-actor models, an interest in institutions as independent var-
iables, a turn toward cognitive and cultural explanations, and an interest in
properties of supraindividual units of analysis that cannot be reduced to ag-
gregations or direct consequences of individuals’ attributes or motives. In the
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sociological tradition, institutionalization is both a “phenomenological process
by which certain social relationships and actions come to be taken for granted”
and a sta.te of affairs in which shared cognitions define “what has meaning and
wha}t actions are possible” (Zucker 1983:2). Whereas economists and public-
choice theorists often treat institution and convention as synonyms, sociologists
and orgz'mization theorists restrict the former term to those convent,ions that, far
f;om l;emg cll)ercgived as mere conveniences, “take on a rulelike status in so,cial
tl 9(;116%42 328) ‘actlon (Meyer and Rowan, ch. 2; Jepperson, ch. 6; Douglas

.In .this sense, then, the sociological approach to institutions is more re-
stnctlve. than that of economics and public choice: only certain kinds of
conventhns qualify. On the other hand, with respect to the sorts of things that
may be institutionalized, sociology is much more encompassing. Whereas
fnost economists and political scientists focus exclusively on economic or polit-
ical rules of the game, sociologists find institutions everywhere, from
hfmdst.lakes to marriages to strategic-planning departments. Moreov,er SO-
cxolf)glgts view behaviors as potentially institutionalizable over a ,wide
tferrlto.rlal range, from understandings within a single family to myths of ra-
tionality anc.l progress in the world system (Meyer and Rowan, ch. 2).

The new institutionalism in organization theory tends to focus on a broad but
finite slice of sociology’s institutional cornucopia: organizational structures and
processes that are industrywide, national or international scope. Indeed, the
new institutionalism in organizational analysis takes as a starting point the s’trik-
ing homogeneity of practices and arrangements found in the labor market, in
schools, states, and corporations (DiMaggio and Powell, ch. 3; Meyer z:md
Row‘an, ch. 2). The constant and repetitive quality of much orgz;nized life is
exphc.able not simply by reference to individual, maximizing actors but rather
bya view that locates the persistence of practices in both their taken-for-granted
quath' and their reproduction in structures that are to some extent self-
sustaining (see Zucker, ch. 4).

" A sgconfl 'd1v1d11?g line among t.he \'lari'ous “institutionalisms” follows from
ese definitional differences. Do institutions reflect preferences of individuals
(S)ir colrporate ac'tors., or do‘they represent collective outcomes that are not the
linp € sum f’f individual interests? Most institutional economists and public-
zog;c:s: tt}llleorésts' assume that zflctors construct institutions that achieve the out-
feedbaCkzeCehsm?, rar;ly askmg where preff:rer%ces come from or considering
s o ot a(;nbsms etween 11'1teres.ts .and institutions. To be sure, actors’ op-
iy oven yiel ; oy sunk costs in existing arrangements, and their strategies
institutionzl arrumntended effects. But the thrust of these approaches is to view
mporfect ar angeme.nt's as adal?tlve solutions to problems of opportunism,

o symmet.nc 1nfor.rnat10n, and costly monitoring.
entati ;)re sociologically onepted t.)rarllc.h of institutionalism rejects this ori-
n for several reasons. First, individuals do not choose freely among
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institutions, customs, social norms, or legal procedures. One cannot decide to
get a divorce in a new manner, or play chess by different rules, or opt out of
paying taxes. Organization theorists prefer models not of choice but of taken-
for-granted expectations, assuming that “actors associate certain actions with
certain situations by rules of appropriateness” (March and Olsen 1984:741) ab-
sorbed through socialization, education, on-the-job Jearning, or acquiescence
to convention. Individuals face choices all the time, but in doing so they seek
guidance from the experiences of others in comparable situations and by refer-
ence to standards of obligation. '

Moreover, sociological institutionalists question whether individual choices
and preferences can be properly understood outside of the cultural and histor-
ical frameworks in which they are embedded. People in different societies or
institutional domains, at different times, hold varying assumptions about the
interests that motivate legitimate action, the auspices under which persons or
collectives may act, and the forms of action that ar¢ appropriate. The very no-
tion of rational choice reflects modern secular rituals and myths that constitute
and constrain legitimate action (see Jepperson and Meyer, ch. 9; Friedland and
Alford, ch. 10).

A third point of contention between the economic/public-choice and so-
ciological variants of institutional theory concerns the autonomy, plasticity, and
efficiency of institutions. Do institutions adapt to individual interests and re-
spond to exogenous change quickly, or do they evolve glacially and in ways that
are not typically anticipated?

Some institutionalists 1n political science and economics recognize that in-
stitutions are not highly malleable. Institutional arrangements constrain
individual behavior by rendering some choices unviable, precluding particular
courses of action, and restraining certain patterns of resource allocation. For
example, Shepsle (1986, 1989) has argued that such political institutions as
Congress’s committee structure and its seniority system must be obdurate if pol-
iticians are to make credible commitments. And economists Richard Nelson

and Sidney Winter (1982) emphasize the role of rules, norms, and culture in
organizational change and explicitly disavow the view that market competition
ensures the selection of efficient organizational structures and processes. But
such work, although important, is something of an exception; most public-
choice theorists and economists who study institutions view them as provision-
al, temporary resting places on the way to an efficient equilibrium solution.

Organizational sociologists find adaptive storytelling less persuasive. In
their view, behaviors and structures that are institutionalized are ordinarily
slower to change than those that are not.6 (Indeed, given the distinction be-
tween convention and institution noted above, this is almost a matter of
definition.) Sociologists concur with rational-choice scholars that technical in-
terdependence and physical sunk costs are partly responsible for institutional

inertia. But these are not the only, or the most important, factors. Institu-
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e groups whose. n er.ests are §eCL}red by prevailing rewards and sanctions
olosy s relabellsr:; Ln orgaplza.tlonal analysis is not simply the old so;
Socionssical spovc ;:1 ottle; 1t.d1\{erges in systematic ways from earlier
soologic w};pbe icn et:ls1 to orgamzapons and institutions. To explicate these
neomstituti,o we b mg h LS sectl'on \.Nlﬂ:l an a'ccount of the relationship between
poomse an .t e ol.d institutionalism in organization theory. This dis-
s to a consideration of affinities between the new institutionalism

and broader currents in A i
nglo-American and continent i
. al so i
larly to developments in the theory of action. eisltheory. partien

THE NEW INSTITUTIONALISM
AND THE OLD

If, i ; :

Organirzlartei:(t)rr(l):lp;it(’i 'one'could assign a birth date to the new institutionalism in
oublished teo Semifsl, it woulc%‘have to be 1977, the year in which John Meyer
“Institutionalised Oa papers, The Effects of Education as an Institution” and
(with Brisn Rooan rglfmzzatlon‘s: Formal Structure as Myth and Ceremony”
neoinstitutional th(; Ch‘ ), which set out many of the central components of
Meyer's ongoing 1 ught. To be sure, some of these ideas were visible in
some appear in fis ZS?$Ch on the world system (Meyer and Hannan 1979);
collection; and M L hant paper of school “charter cffects” in a 1970 edited

5 eyer’s preoccupation with macro influences on local phe-
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nomena is evident in his early work on contextual effects in organizational
research (1968). The 1977 papers, and the fruitful collaboration between Meyer
and W. Richard Scott that followed (1983b), clarified and developed institu-
tional principles in the context of formal organizations. By 1985, when Lynne
Zucker convened a small conference on the subject at UCLA (Zucker 1987),
the number of scholars intrigued by the effects of culture, ritual, ceremony, and
higher-level structures on organizations had reached a sufficient mass for neo-

institutional theory to be named and reified.
Neoinstitutionalism traces its roots to the “old institutionalism” of Philip

Selznick and his associates, yet diverges from that tradition substantially (see

Selznick 1949, 1957; and, for an appreciative but critical overview, ch. 5 of
Perrow 1986). Both the old and new approaches share a skepticism toward

rational-actor models of organization, and each views institutionalization as a

state-dependent process that makes organizations less instrumentally rational

L by limiting the options they can pursue.® Both emphasize the relationship be-

tween organizations and their environments, and both promise t0 reveal aspects

of reality that ar¢ inconsistent with organizations’ formal
proach stresses the role of culture in shaping organizational reality.
Given the decidedly rational and materialist cast of most alternative ap-

proaches to organizations, these similarities evince much continuity between

the old institutionalism and the new. Yet the latter departs from the former in

significant ways (summarized in table 1.1). In describing these differences, we

emphasize core features; of course, individual exceptions can be found.’

The old institutionalism was straightforwardly political in its analysis of

group conflict and organizational strategy. The leadership of the Tennessee Val-

ley Authority, for example, co-opted external constituencies intentionally,
protect the rural

trading off its creators’ more populist agricultural designs to

electrification program (Selznick 1949). By contrast, the new institutionalism
has usually downplayed conflicts of interest within and between organizations,
or else noted how organizations respond to such conflicts by developing highly

claborate administrative structures (see Scott and Meyer, ch. 5). Although, as

we note below, institutional and political approaches to organizational change

are beginning to come into fruitful dialogue, the focus in the initial work was on

aspects of institutions that tend to prevent actors from recognizing or acting
upon their interests (DiMaggio 1988a).

It follows that although the old and new approaches agree that institu-
tionalization constrains organizational rationality, they identify different
sources of constraint, with the older emphasizing the vesting of interests within
organizations as a result of political tradeoffs and alliances, and the new stress-

ing the relationship between stability and legitimacy and the power of
dings that are seldom explicitly articulated” (Zucker

accounts. Each ap-

“common understan

1983:5).
These differences arc reflected in the treatment of organizational structure in
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Table 1.1 The Old and the New Institutionalisms

Old Ne
W

Conflicts of interest Central
Source of inertia
Structural emphasis

Peripheral
Legitimacy imperative
Symbolic role of formal

Vested interests
Informal structure

Organization i S|
Na%ure of 1frgbedded in Local community - lt:]'llcture
L (embeddedness Co-optation ield, sector, or society
ocus.of institutionalization Organization C-O nstituttve
grgamzational dynamics Change Field or society
asis of critique of utilitar. Persisten
SIS - The i ce
ianism tig:iy of interest aggrega- Theory of action
Evidence for criti
que of Unantici
utilitarianism icipated consequences Unreflective activity

Cy 1orms O n > s
K £ cognitio Values, norms, attitudes Classifications, routines

scripts, schema

Social psy ChOIOE) Socialization theory Attribution thCOI)
Ognltl
( ve basis of order Commitment | Iablt, pr: actical action
Agel 1da Polic y relevance Dlsmplm
ary

the two traditions. The old institutionali ighli
formal i ns. | _ alism highlighted the “shadowl in-
Cquues,lgg?ccéll(;ili Sti(cSellzmck 1?49:269)—inﬂuence patterns, coali?il(l)crliso fali?d
Fodues, pation ariste et ements lln recruitment or promotion—both to illustrate
e o : lires deviated frqm and constrained aspects of formal
o A 0 e S ?te .the subversion of the organization’s intended, ra-
oot irrational};tp ! I?:hlai? interests. The new institutionalism, by contr,ast
oty department}sl ! Oe orinal structure itself, attributing the diffusion o%
conformity. and the ersupe.ratmg procedures to interorganizational influences
tions they e imend}; " asn;:ness of cultural accounts, rather than to the func:
this vol ) o perform (Meyer and Rowan, DiMaggio and Powell
Another fun i |
Conceptualizati(iilnzntt}?é diffej,rence between the two institutionalisms is in their
Gouldner 1954: Daiton lzr;\;ionment. Authors of older works (Selznick 1949;
bedded in loc31,commun't' ; Clark.1960a) describe organizations that are em:
persomnel and by inten ities, tq which thejy are tied by the multiple loyalties of
faco-to.faoe interactioﬁrg]a}lrluzation.al tieaties (“co-optation”) hammered out in
environments. cither or. e new institutionalism focuses instead on nonlocal
the boundarics of ind ug:;ryzatmnal seciors or fields roughly coterminous with
Meyer, ch. 5. Eaviromn ries, 'prof'essions, or national societies (Scott and
rather than bein i ents, in thlS. vu?w, are more subtle in their influence;
g co-opted by organizations, they penetrate the organizatlilocs ’

Creating the lenses th i VIEW

rough which a i wo
) : ctors view the d and the very categorie
Of structure, action, and thought (see part 2) ! t t S
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: . . .. 1ons
Because institutionalization was a process in VthC‘h C‘(msgj‘n:n?éggzzté o
i i i d over time, older institutionalists
with local constituencies evolve ime, ol : ded or
ganizations as both the units that were institutionalized and the. key 1001C l(:fri i
institutionali ijew institutionalization as o€
trast, neoinstitutionalists View 1ns atior ‘
DIOceSS ora o soct interorganizational in locus.
i 1s. and consequently interorg _
at the sectoral or societal levels, B g
izati tural components, and rules, not sp .
Organ1zat10na1 forms, struc s, not specific OrEe Y
instituti i hereas the old institutionalt
jons, are institutionalized. Thus W cas the .
tl;);anizations as organic wholes, the new institutionalism treats them as loosely
ol
i lements.
upled arrays of standardized e L o ‘
“ gther imgortant differences follow from this: 1nst1tut10nahzat10n,t 1{; ;:3
older view, established a unique organizational ;cha}’ra%erl . 1 C.k crlygs:; .182
’ i tom and precedent elzn 182,
ugh the preservation of cus : ck 1
tlhgng?)S—SS) pRooted in ego psychology, the notion of char;c.tert'linghzd ;[ holrgeh
’ : . . - . u 10 . _
i tional consistency within each insti 1. M
degree of symbolic and func . e ationl
- tion process operated & ganization
over, because the character formation pro¢ erated al (he O in-
i i interorganizational diversity. W view,
level, it could only increase 1 ! . T e N . to
ituti izati variety, operating across org
stitutionalization tends t0 reduce ‘ : tlons 19
override diversity in local environments (DiMaggio and ?owellz Cl;zé:rdized
Zucker’s postscript to ch. 4 and Scott, ch. 7). The org.amzat‘lon s sta e
components, however, arc loosely coupled, often dlsplaymg.ml;ltluntlionahsm
i ati ch. 2). Not only does neoinstt
ional integration (Meyer and Rowant . \ s
telrcilphasizeg the homogeneity of organizations; 1t also tends to sftretsi thelt ds;z:ll;ggl}i
instituti i Zucker, ch. 4). By contrast, forthe o '
institationalized components ( 8 contrast ;
‘t)if)nalism change was an endemic part of the organization’s evolving adaptive
i i i i t (Selznick 1957:39). o
tionship to its local environment & ' . ' -
reljljthouglt)l both old and new institutionalisms reject a view of orgar.lizactlli(;f 2!
behavior as merely the sum of individual actions, they ;lo SO otr;l 31111 zssump
. : . i
institutionalists, the problem is less Wi
nt grounds. For the old institu ' _ . . e
et:iotngtrhat individuals pursue material and, espematlll%f, 1dsea;1 1r}tir,c:s:>s uig:ucrats
in utilitarian thought)—yeiznic
of course, more broadly than in u Znlcl s
i i if not always successful, strateg
nd local influentials were canny, 1I not 1, ' an
2\l:vith the notion that such individual striving leads to orgamzat(l;)nalt r;,n:l?,ligd
izati “ Icitrant tools,” and efforts to direct the
Rather, organizations are "Teca ’ s 0 A eon, the
ici ” beyond anyone's control. By p ,
«ynanticipated consequences ‘ nyo! e oty
institutionalist rejecti intentionality is founded on an
peoinstitutionalist rejection of int : ‘ e e
indivi i i the unreflective, routine, take g
dividual action, which stresses the :
ii::re of most human behavior and views interests and actors as themselves
constituted by institutions (see chapters b% J t;gt;))leersg(:ﬁfagi VZV:::T:;I)& i now in
i i conside:
Underlying these differences 1s 2 id between 0 aed behav
i i Jtural, or cognitive, bases of Insutu
their conceptions of the cu , ! a o o
i instituti :ts. the salient cognitive forms wer )] .
r. For the old institutionalists, lient co . >
1a(;ld attitudes. Organizations became institutionalized when Pth;y f)veret , 1;?61;::
i ” i tves (Selznick 1957:17). Participants
th value,” as ends 1n themse’ . 957:
::vrices were shaped by norms, reflected in evaluative judgments. Newcomers to
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an institution underwent “socialization,” which led to “internationalization”
of organizational values, experienced as “commitment.”

The new institutionalism departs markedly from this essentially moral frame
of reference. “Institutionalization is fundamentally a cognitive process”
(Zucker 1983:25). “Normative obligations . . . enter into social life primarily
as facts” that actors must take into account (Meyer and Rowan, ch. 2, this vol.).
Not norms and values but taken-for-granted scripts, rules, and classifications
are the stuff of which institutions are made. Rather than concrete organizations
eliciting affective commitment, institutions are macrolevel abstractions, “ra-
tionalized and impersonal prescriptions” (Meyer and Rowan, ch. 2), shared
“typifications,” independent of any particular entity to which moral allegiance
might be owed. Neoinstitutionalists tend to reject socialization theory, with its
affectively “hot” imagery of identification and internalization. They prefer
cooler implicit psychologies: cognitive models in which schemas and scripts
lead decision makers to resist new evidence (Abelson 1976; Cantor and Mischel
1977; Bower, Black, and Turner 1979; Taylor and Crocker 1980; Kiesler and

Sproul 1982); learning theories that emphasize how individuals organize infor-
mation with the assistance of social categories (Rosch et al. 1976; Rosch 1978;
Fiske 1982; Fiske and Pavelchak 1986; Kulik 1989); and attribution theory,

where actors infer motives post hoc from menus of legitimate accounts (Bem
1970; Kelly 1971).

INSTITUTIONALISM AND THE THEORY
OF ACTION

The differences between the old and new institutionalisms—in analytic
focus, approach to the environment, views of conflict and change, and images
of individual action—are considerable. They are all the more striking because
they are so seldom noted: far from offering a sustained critique of the old institu-
tionalism, neoinstitutionalists, when they refer to their predecessors, tend to
acknowledge continuity and elide points of divergence (but see Zucker 1983:6;
Scott 1987a:493-95).

What, then, is the basis of this profound change? To some extent, this shift in
theoretical focus reflects historical changes that have transferred formal author-
ity and organizing capacity from local elites to more “macro” levels (see Scott
and Meyer, ch. 5). But this is only part of the story. Equally important is a dra-
matic transformation in the way in which social scientists have come to think
about human motivation and behavior. The last two decades have witnessed a
cognitive turn in social theory, a sea change comparable to the rejection of utili-
tarianism by turn-of-the-century theorists (Parsons 1937). The current
developments represent a shift from Parsonsian action theory, rooted in Freudi-
an ego psychology, to a theory of practical action based in ethnomethodology
and in psychology’s “cognitive revolution.” !9 Although organizational ana-

lysts have often been in the vanguard in applying this new theory of action to
substantive problems, they have rarely acknowledged the change.!!
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There has been little effort to make neoinstitutionalism’s microfoundations
explicit (but see Zucker 1987, ch. 2). Most institutionalists prefer to focus
on the structure of environments, macro- to microlevel effects, and the ana-
lytic autonomy of macrostructures. Yet it is important, we believe, to
develop a social psychological underpinning in order to highligh both gross
differences between institutional and rational-actor models, and more subtle
departures from established traditions in sociology and from such approaches to
organizational analysis as resource dependence and strategic contingency
theories.

We agree that the macro side of neoinstitutionalism, which is set out in detail
by the contributions in parts 1 and 2, is central. Yet any macrosociology rests on
a microsociology, however tacit; much of the distinctiveness of neoinstitutional
work follows from its implicit images (which constitute the rudiments, at least,
of a “theory of action” in Parsons’ sense) of actors’ motives, orientations to-
ward action, and the contexts in which they act. It follows from this that to
understand neoinstitutionalism, it is necessary to bring these assumptions to
light.1?

The work of Selznick and his colleagues bears a strong affinity to Parsonsian
theory—not Parsons’ work on organizations (1956) but the middle Parsons of
the “general theory of action” (1951; Parsons and Shils 1951).1 That theory
was influenced profoundly by Parsons’ reading of Freud, whom he viewed as
converging with Durkheim “in the understanding of the internalization of cul-
tural norms and social objects as part of the personality” (1937:11).

It is from Freudian object-relations theory that Parsons derived his emphasis
on internalization, commitment, and the infusion of objects with value, all
themes that are also prominent in Selznick’s work. In Parsons’ model, the rela-
tionship between parent and child serves as a prototype for social interaction.
The inclination to conform to others’ expectations arises from the child’s “over-
whelming sensitivity to the reaction of significant adult objects” (Parsons and

Shils 1951:17). The mother’s breast is the first object of cathectic attachment,
but the child gradually learns to generalize needs from creature gratifications to
socio-emotional rewards, and objects of cathexis from parents to other persons
and, eventually, moral abstractions. With socio-emotional rewards as a lure,
the child internalizes parental value-orientations and “introjects” standards of
evaluation for the performance of roles, such that proper performance, by the
self as well as by others, is seen as rewarding in its own right (Parsons
1951:201—48). Equipped with such values and needs-dispositions, as well as
command of a symbolic system that renders communication possible, children
grow into adulthood ready and able to conform to the expectations of alters and
to play the social roles into which they have been cast. The integration of value-
orientations within a collectivity is postulated as a functional imperative: roles
are only “institutionalized when they are fully congruous with the prevailing
" culture patterns and are organized around expectations of conformity with mor-
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ally sanctioned patterns of value-orientations shared by members of the
collectivity” (Parsons and Shils 1951:23). “Institutional integration,” that is
“'the ir}t.e:gration of a set of common value patterns with the internalized need:
disposition structure of the constituent personality,” is the “core phenomenon”
at the base of social order (Parsons 1951:42).

This telegrammatic condensation hardly does justice to the richness and in-
genuity of Parsons’ account. Some of what we have left out—the numerous
points at which Parsons introduces opportunities for conflict or fluidity into his
system, or his discussions of additional mechanisms that complement nor-
mative consensus in ensuring social order—need not detain us here. What is
worth noting is that the grounding of human behavior in morality and commit-
ment, this selective inheritance from Freud, does not, as Parsons (1951:12)
claims., emerge naturally from the action frame of reference; rather, it reflects a
reductive strategy that minimizes crucial elements in Parsons’ own definition of
culture. !4 The roads not taken would have led to an enhanced appreciation of
the purely cognitive aspect of routine social behavior.

In keeping with his tripartite scheme of orientations toward action, Parsons
initially describes culture as including a cognitive realm (comprising ideas and
beliefs), a cathectic (affective/expressive) dimension, and an evaluative ele-
ment (consisting of value-orientations). Each of these aspects of culture could
serve as objects of orientation or, by contrast, could be internalized as con-
stitutive of orientations toward action. This schema is rich and sufficiently
multidimensional to provide a basis for an exhaustive analysis of the ways in
which cognition, affect, and values influence and are implicated in behavior (J.
A.xlexander 1983). In developing the framework, however, Parsons makes a se-
ries of reductive moves that truncate radically the scope of his discussion. Of
these, three are critical. First, culture as an object of orientation existing outside
the actor is dismissed in favor of culture as an internalized element of the per-
sonality system, thus blocking analysis of the strategic use of culture in
pursuing desired ends. Second, within culture’s constitutive mode, Parsons
shifts attention from cognitive to evaluative aspects by stressing “the inter-

nalization of value-orientations” and placing the inculcation of institutionalized
role expectations at the center of analysis (Parsons and Shils 1951; Parsons
1951:37). Finally, cognition and cathexis are for most purposes conflated to a
hybrid “cathectic-cognitive orientation” toward the situation of action that “al-
ways entails expectations concerning gratifications or deprivations” (Parsons
and Shils 1951:11, 68—-69). Thus Parsons rules out analysis of affectively and
evaluatively neutral, taken-for-granted aspects of routine behavior ex cathedra,
apparently for no better reason than to simplify the construction of his six pat-
tern variables, to which “culture” is eventually further reduced. The result is
Fhat Parsons’ break with utilitarianism is incomplete. > Action remains rational
in the sense that it comprises the quasi-intentional pursuit of gratification by
reasoning humans who balance complex and multifaceted evaluative criteria.
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Parsons established a multidimensional paradigm that embraced the affective
ions, and an unprecedentedly so-

and evaluative dimensions of actors’ orientat
hat linked individual and societal levels of

phisticated form of role theory t

analysis. He moved beyond narrow instrumental rationality, transcended the

facile dichotomy between passions and interests, and endogenized and so-
but at the phenomenological

cialized motivation. These are no mean feats;
tion and adopting the stylized ego-alter

level, in omitting the processes of cogni

paradigm, he reproduced atilitarianism’s “as-if” style of reasoning and its rhe-
toric of gratifications and choice. It would be left to phenomenology and ethno-
methodology to explore the cognitive—constitutive aspect of culture (Cicourel

1974; Heritage 1984, ch. 2).16
To summarize, Parsons’ solution was incomplete for three reasons. First, he

focused on the evaluative almost to the exclusion of the cognitive or cathectic
aspects of culture and action-orientation. '’ Second, he implicitly treated action
as occurring as if it were the product of a discursively reasoning agent. 18 Third,
he assumed much more stringent requirements for both intra- and intersubjec-

tive consistency than recent work in psychology has shown to be the case.

These problems follow less from the analysis of the unit act at the heart of his

theory than from the model’s grounding in personality psychology. He can
hology’s cognitive revolu-

hardly be blamed for this, for he wrote before psyc
tion revised earlier images of consciousness. His view of self, culture, and

society as morally integrated entities and his definition of institutions as a “sys-

tem of regulatory norms, of rules governing actions in pursuit of immediate

ends in terms of their conformity with the ultimate common value-system of the

community” (Parsons 1990:324) reflect the era in which he was writing. These

assumptions and the theory of action that followed from them made sense to

institutionalists like Selznick and helped them illuminate previously neglected
areas of organizational life. Before long, however, two forces—ethnometho-
dology and the cognitive revolution—would make Parsons’ language of norms

and values less resonant and lead to a search for an alternative theory of social

action.

One of these, cognitive psychology,
school, within organization theory. A key ¢
has been to focus on the routine, taken-for-granted aspects of organizational
life. We can find traces of cognitivism in Weber’s theory of bureaucracy—nhis
emphasis on the role of “calculable rules” in reducing uncertainty and ra-
tionalizing power relations, and his notion that bureaucracy thus differs from
administration by notables, which, “being 1ess bound to schemata,” is “more
formless” and “functions more slowly” ([1922] 1978:956—-1005). But cog-

oduced to organization theory by Herbert Simon

nitive science per se was intr
and James March (Simon 1945; March and Simon 1958; Cyert and March

. 1963).1°
March, Simon, Richard Cyert, and their colleagues developed an array of

has an indigenous branch, the Carnegie
ontribution of the Carnegie school
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insights that students of organization now re i
o C ' . gard as foundational elements:
i gon " ;:tet(l)li u;lrcgzl;tlzii;n:y and its redl‘lctu.)n through organizational routiellllet:: :EZ
e ative the concema 1('):11, olf attention is a central process out of which d’eci-
are made under conditio‘:]l; 0; airitr:ilgllllict?'t;?)%sllior d?iSiOH fnaking when choices
eroretation: am preferences, technolo, in-
m;pi( e as r:pf;;li(tli ct:lep zzgy .1n51gth that fpllow from the view oiy(’i::i(:i?n
ences. The new institution:ISi;?svionhgrr;garrxril;zllttligftalllcmrs e aonsten profor
o the Carnee ! eory owe a consi :
bt muls’ltligolte g:l:zz:l. 2:Ve learned frorg Simon’s (1945:88—90) ear?;ril())lrek(:iz:
means by which attentios a.pl(;r.ely passive element in behavior, but rather as a
cxclusion of sampetin n is directed Fo selected aspects of a situation, to the
ons (1045715 109) i a;p;cts thzft might turn choice in another directi’on Si-
etivitios and percepti c f1scuss¥on f’f the role of premises in structuriné the
ing insight. March [; ndn; i(:n orgalmzatlonal participants also remains an endur-
particularly decision makingo?nsljjzs) :Sluegfhotlll(l)s t'hat oreanizational behavior,
ol » 10 wing more than i
mod(;rlliegg:n;::é ;\r’l[:crlc(l)l anlc(i his colleagues’ recent work on thetl‘l‘egzratlazl;itéz:
processes: organization Elren?l;)g:ec(liiizo(:/fertht;egomplé)dty of dotision. maing
o solut : ir motives by acting;
Cight (:)llltcll(l)lzzifj ntg(}))rl;ally flecoupled; and decisions often o};curtlt?lgr:)lll);l)lb(ii[eri
1974 Mot o rrllatm.g of problems and solutions (Cohen and March
The vk ot e & aer;le 9i76, lI:/Iarch and Weissinger-Baylon 1986).
of choice found in statisgtiz:lc dz(c)isrif)l:fi;z[(l)ts ’ TOEUSt 2 emative o the canons
their effort : ry and microeconomic
o Simonfstg r(ii;:faerl;)goi theory of cho;c‘e driven by attention allocati(t)lrlle(1)\1/'137:11'1311
tional proseeses, This us was on‘dec1s1on making and other internal or,ganiza-
it organizatio}l ol preoccupation led them away from an explicit concern
tonal aealyels from B a\l/rlrrlon(;nents. Nonethe‘:less, in the evolution of organiza-
the ttanition froms thr Olgrt to the Camegle school we see a shift, parallel to
cognitive approach to act o.the new 1nst1t'utionalism, from a normative to a
premises, fom moﬁvaﬁonlim. from'commltment to routine, from values t
o the logic of rule following. °

ETHNOMETHODOLOGY AND
PHENOMENOLOGY

Because they were not sociologi

ot ase . ciologists, March and Simon had n

st o gefl;:s((zllzs?ntparadlgm; moref)ver, their work had limited (i)ml;)zec(: :Ot

pling s i s els inct from orgamzational) sociology. Within the dis’ci-

taken-forgranog nge qf analyzln.lg cognitive aspects of behavior and the

Harold o apl;rent In cognition went unmet until the 1960s, when

9f Alfred Schutz ,’ took zﬁi;:t?aiintérﬁgﬁﬁcfd eclopedan phenome,no}ogy

Investigation, ethnomethodology, that he CZII:I: :zlﬁgge:;irgr;:l:lir(;?tcglrr::tis\? Cita \
e to
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sociology; in return, sociology marginalized ethnomethodology as an exotic
species of inquiry ill adapted to life east of the Sierras.2° Yet despite the failure
of Garfinkel’s ambitious project on its own terms, his response to Parsons’ nor-
mative theory of action has had a momentous impact.?!

Garfinkel’s work reopened the neglected problem of “order in symbolic sys-
tems” and sought to discover the nature of practical knowledge and the role of
cognition in face-to-face interaction. Social order, he argued, does not derive
automatically from shared patterns of evaluation and social roles, but is con-
stituted, as practical activity, in the course of everyday interaction. Interaction
is a complex and problematic process in which persons must work hard to con-
struct a mutual impression of intersubjectivity. In their efforts to make sense
together, conversational participants employ tacit background knowledge, cog-
nitive typifications that Garfinkel refers to as “socially-sanctioned-facts-of-
life—in-society-that-any-bona-ﬁde-member-of -the-society-knows” (1967:76).
Conversations are sustained by the inherent indexicality of language, the ability
of participants to relate any utterance to some external knowledge that makes it
interpretable.

Garfinkel departs from phenomenology in noting that contextual knowledge

" cannot sustain interactional order by itself, because the symbolic order is never
perfectly shared. As Randall Collins (1981:995) puts it, utterances.- “are fre-
quently ambiguous or erroneous, not always mutually understood or fully
explicated.” Thus conversation is not automatically sustained but is a “prac-
tical organizational accomplishment.” People enter into conversation with an
attitude of trust and a willingness to overlook a great deal, doing “accom-
modative work” to “normalize” interactions that appear to be going awry.
Rules and norms possess large penumbral areas; an “et cetera clause” implicit
in every rule leaves room for negotiation and innovation. Actors “ad hoc”
when they encounter unexpected circumstances, and employ legitimating “ac-
counts” to define behavior as sensible. Garfinkel developed this vocabulary in
the context of a brilliant series of “breaching experiments” in which he and his
students violated subtle constitutive expectations and noted the often dramatic

consequences (Garfinkel 1967).

In what sense does ethnomethodology constitute a theoretical challenge to
Parsons’ model? To start with, Garfinkel shifted the image of cognition from a
rational, discursive, quasi-scientific process to one that operates largely be-
neath the level of consciousness, a routine and conventional “practical reason”
governed by “rules” that are recognized only when they are breached. To this
he added a perspective on interaction that casts doubt on the importance of nor-
mative or cognitive consensus. The underlying attitude of trust and ' the
willingness of participants to use normalizing techniques enable participants to
sustain encounters even in the absence of real intersubjectivity, much less
agreement (Cicourel 1974:53). Finally, intentionality is redefined as post hoc;
whereas, for Parsons, action always has an evaluative aspectand a desired end,
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for Garfinkel action is 1arg§1y scripted and justified, after the fact, by reference
to a stock of culturally available legitimating “accounts.”22 ,
hag?;ﬁl;li(scli rialtrllls nglrms, but they are not the substantive ones that Parsons
- Rather they are cognitive guidance syst
that actors employ flexibl i e oty Procedure
y and reflexively to assure them:

' nd selves and thos
ar;)und therg t.hat their beha‘wor is reasonable. Deviation from these genera?
;-ut 63 Itnay aclzhcu strong emotional reactions, but such norms are neither articu
ated to values of the sort summarized in i .

the pattern variables, nor plausi
. . > au
ﬁopnegted to <':omn.11tment in Parsons’ sense of object attachment II:“ar Z:g
eipg (;nFemahzed in the personality system, the content of norms is exter:
r‘lsz Clrzietsin acc:)unts. A§ such, Garfinkel’s rules more closely resemble the
- 1p 1 ;); ' production systems” of cognitive psychology (Schank and
;hséori%ol Klahr et al. 1987) than Parsons’ norms and values.23
thinking Pefefl]sggo saw thg ;rﬁlergence of another line of phenomenological
R erger an omas Luckmann’s The Soci 1
Realty: This wort b o 1 . e Social Construction of
ore direct influence on instituti i
lity. tionally minded or-
ganizational scholars, no doubt because i insti I olo i
ational : s se 1t granted institutions a 1 i
ensuring social order. Berger and Lu e conent
i . ckmann (1967:19) argue th:
question for sociological theory is isi ible S Ercctivo men
ry is “How is it possible that subjecti i
. . « s 9 . lve m
b'econllle objective facticities?” Like Garfinkel Berger and Lli]ckmann Z?nnnlllgs
siz i “ ’ "
brai ktegnge:;rg(l)lt}l;tof : lalcomrilon sense knowledge” to interaction andpthe
ubt. “The validity of my knowledge of ife,”
contend, “is taken for granted b wbers anti] s notiecs
S g y myself and by others until further notice”
B . .
Ordeer:rtizrt :1(1)12 Luckmaclincl;, lflike Parsons, slight the microconstruction of social
oncerned Garfinkel. Practical reason i i
et a0 concerned . on is not their concern. Indeed
. ons as constituted by “a reciprocal typi i it
ualized actions by types of a ” i m o Pronons donice o
uali: ctors” (1967:54) is similar to P > di i
Institutionalized roles, but with ial di i analysis oot
R a crucial difference. Thei i
largely ot e oo W . Their analysis operates
of cognition, whereas Parso i
and exthootic aspett st o » wh ns emphasizes the evaluative
. e integratton of role requi i
ity systom. oot B quirements with the person-
ality . » Berger and Luckmann grant extraordi
. : i ‘ aordin: owe
cosr:;tlllltltons as cpgnltlve constructions, suggesting that they “coi?r]orl) hurrrle;z
ct. .. i
et up to supp;:)rrltclr ttk(l)eor ?parstsf)rog any mechanisms or sanctions specifically
m (p. 55). Even the internalizati i i
A ' 1zation of typifications, al-
d by cathectic attachments and link i itimation, i
SOty Cogin e ol ed to normative legitimation, is
Et
tionalllir;glmetl}gldology. and pl.lenomenology together provide the new institu-
foundationv;; ! at ];mcr(()isocmlogy of considerable power. Although this
not been discussed extensively (but
the chapters b
son, Scott, and Zucker, who i i / " o Mayeroen
, s : rectify this neglect), it is i icit i
Rowane bond Zucker ‘ glect), it is implicit in Meyer and
of “accounts,” in their emphasi
o ca £ nts,” . phasis on the role of the “logic of
dence” in sustaining an illusion of intersubjectivity within schools Iﬁld in
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their definition of “institutionalized rules” as “classifications built into society
as reciprocated typifications or interpretations.”

This fusion of ethnomethodology and phenomenology is not a satisfactory
theory of action, for it fails to offer convincing answers to several questions.
First, why are actors willing to work so hard to sustain their images of reality
and the interactions that confirm them? It is not enough to argue, as Berger and
Luckmann do, that the exterior, objectified quality of shared typifications pro-
vides no alternative, for Garfinkel demonstrates that common sense alone is not
adequate to produce successful interaction. Second, how do the microprocesses
with which these theories are concerned produce social order? It cannot do to
reduce social structure to an inventory of typifications or a set of constitutive
rules. Socially provided and constituted scripts rarely prescribe action in a way
that unambiguously establishes correct behavior. Third, what place do inten-
tionality and interest have in the institutional order?

A full discussion of these issues would require a volume of its own. These
problems have not been solved; nor, perhaps, are they likely to prove soluble
within the framework of neoinstitutional theory. On the other hand, we can dis-
cern important developments in general social theory that bear decided
affinities with the new institutionalism and are beginning to make their mark on
it. It is to these approaches that we now turn.

ELEMENTS OF A THEORY
OF PRACTICAL ACTION

The new institutionalism is based at the microlevel on what we have called a
theory of practical action. By this we mean a § “orienting principles that
reflect the cognitive turn in contemporary social theory in two ways. First, new
work in social theory emphasizes the cognitive dimension of action to a far
greater extent than did Parsons and, in doing so, has been influenced by the
“cognitive revolution” in psychology. Second, this work departs from Parsons’
preoccupation with the rational, calculative aspect of cognition to focus on pre-
conscious processes and schema as they enter into routine, taken-for-granted
behavior (practical activity); and to portray the affective and evaluative dimen-
sions of action as intimately bound up with, and to some extent subordinate to,
the cognitive. In other words, the cognitive turn informs an emergent “theory
of practical action” that both defines cognition differently than did Parsons and,
at the same time, accords it much greater importance.?*

The insights of ethnomethodology are integrated into a more multidimen-
sional framework in the work of Anthony Giddens (1979, 1984, 1986). The
mark of Garfinkel is evident in Giddens’s notion of “structuration,” the con-
tinual and necessary reproduction of social structure by “knowledgeable
agents” in everyday life and the reciprocal indexing of their actions to shared
typifications; in his emphasis on the “reflexive monitoring of conduct in the
day-to-day continuity of social life” (1984:44); and in his distinction between
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practical and discursive consciousness, or between tacit and conscious refl
ivity. Giddens e.mphasizes the role of routine in sustaining social structuri ::(;
sketcpes the rudiments of a psychology of motivation in his notion of the “basic
security system” as a fundamental component of the self. Drawing selectivel
on QCvelgpmental ego psychology, Giddens contends that the control of diffusy
anxiety is “the most generalized motivational origin of human condu t’e’
(p. 54?. The.means of such control is adherence to routine, and the comy uls;:o
to avoid anxiety motivates actors to sustain the social encounters that cogstit tn
tl?e' stuff of both daily life and social structure. Thus Giddens provides a cu :
nitive theory of commitment to scripted behaviors that does not rest 01%_
norms and sanctions of the Parsonsian tradition. on e
Giddens’s account, however, does little to explain why some interactions
be.tter than others or why routines create particular stable patterns. Altho gﬁ
Giddens repeatedly stresses the point that actors are knowledgeable ‘ in marlligd
c.ontrz'ist .to the view of humans as “cultural dopes,” his work thus f;n‘ ro 'de
little insight into the sources of this knowledge. A solution to the rcf)bl . ei“
?mciﬁ stablillilty requires an integration of the cathectic, affective eleglent Z?ag
ion j i ‘
tion ;ﬁi];l, :1 e(:/ue%il ;:;t under the surface in Garfinkel’s treatment of morality, is
Two theorists, Erving Goffman and Randall Collins, have drawn on Durk
heim to explore this dimension of practical consciousness (Collins 1988 !
Goffman (1967) made a decisive contribution in adapting Durkheim’s theo a)f
so‘mety to the dyad, interpreting interaction as miniritual, ceremonial act'ry'?
oriented to affirming the sacredness of selves. Parsons, too, believed “t/tll };
people V.alued proper role performance in and of itself. But’ Goff’rﬁan innovat 2:1
py relaxmg the assumptions of intersubjectivity and value consensus, comy aer
ing the “ritual order” he analyzed to the “schoolboy order” of P;rsonfiar;
thfec?ry, wheltein people must work hard for the credits they gain and cheati
elicits sapctlons. The ritual game, he argues, is “easier” on societies ncgl
people ghke because “the person insulates himself by . . . blindnesse ha;lf
truth§, illusions, and rationalizations” (Goffman 1967:435: What is crlj::ia?' .
the ritual game is the sense of affirmation that exchange partners derive fi m
Successful encounters, the feelings of selfhood that are reinforced Cornrrr(l)'rtn
:,l(e?'t is to t!le “inte.raction ritual” and the self, and not to specific \;alues tllu;
o :;nl:gc gb]ect of interaction, or the incidentals of appropriate role per-
C0C0111n.s has incorporated Goffman’s process-driven insights into a more en-
mpassing theory. What most people call social structure, he argues, i
constituted out of “interaction ritual chains” in which people ’operatirflg t’tl:s
lejvel f)f pl.ractiéal consciousness, invest cultural resources and, emotionfl aen ;
gies in ritual encounters that enact either hierarchy (when cultural aflz
;I;(I)ltéon;l resources are ynequal) or solidarity (when these are evenly matched).
r than viewing society as bound together by a functionally necessary mor-
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al consensus, Collins sees it as united and riven, to varying degrees, by
emotional solidarity, emerging not out of the evaluative orientation of actors but
from feelings of comembership or antagonism generated by repetitive interac-
tion. Groups defined by class, gender, educational attainment, or occupation
vary in their moral density, in their control of cultural resources, and in the
number and dispersion of their interactions. These features in turn shape group
members’ styles of discourse, orientations toward deviance and punishment,
and cosmopolitanism. Stability (in the sense of robust patterns of alliance and
cleavage, rather than political or ideological stasis) emerges from the patterning
of these interactions in time and space and from the enduring effects of soli-
darity, reinforced by recurrent rituals of varying intensity, where moral density
is strongest (Collins 1981, 1988a).2°
We have considered several contemporary theorists whose work, which
bears an affinity to the new institutionalism, makes several key advances: itre-
establishes the centrality of cognition; it emphasizes the practical, semiauto-
matic, noncalculative nature of practical reason; and it spurns the assumptions
of intra- and intersubjective consistency that were prominent in Parsons’
thought. But these gains have come at a cost. First, in overreacting to Parsons’
exaggerated emphasis on norms, SOme sociological cognitivists have been slow
to theorize the normative element of practical action, instead presenting images
of action lacking in substantive content. Second, they have overlooked an
important insight of Parsons, developed primarily in his argument about the
decisive role of the cognitive orientation in economic decision making, that dif-
ferent institutional domains evoke cognitive, cathectic, and evaluative
orientations to varied degrees. Third, they have failed to come up with an ana-
lytic construct as powerful as the role system to explain the relative fit between
persons and the positions they occupy in the social division of labor. Even in
these areas, however, advances can be detected from within the emerging prac-
tical action perspective.
Efforts to theorize the substantive bases of practical evaluation—why certain
ideas, images, or symbols evoke strong affective responses, whereas others
seem to operate at the cognitive level alone—have taken two forms.26 First,
some scholars have traced historically the rise and diffusion of what John Meyer
calls the “Western cultural account,” a Durkheimian complex of individualism,
rationalism, and evolutionism, and linked the legitimacy and evocativeness of
these referents, as employed in discourse, to changes in both social structure
and culture (see the chapters by Jepperson and Meyer, and Friedland and Al-
ford; also see Meyer 1988a and 1988b; Thomas 1989). At a more general level
of abstraction, Mary Douglas (1986) has developed a sophisticated and intrigu-
ing argument attributing the legitimacy of institutions to their capacity to
sustain “naturalizing analogies.” Institutions, she argues, begin as conven-
tions, which, because they are based in coincidence of interest, are vulnerable
~ to defection, renegotiation, and free riding. To become institutionalized, a be-
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havioral convention requires a “parallel cognitive convention to sustain it,” a
analogy tl.lat Qbscures its purely human origins. Equipped with such an anal’o ii:1
base, institutions appear as “part of the order of the universe and so are read gt
§tand as thf: ground of argument.” But not all conventions can sustain natura}ll' .
ing analogies, only those that “match a structure of authority or precedence” o
that “the social pattern reinforces the logical patterns and gives it prominencefS
(]?gu%!as .1986:52). Tl.1u5 Douglas provides a basis for anticipating what kinds
ﬁielrr;i C1lt]1;:10ns may arise and links the institutional order to patterns of social
The notion thgt the relative weights of cognition, affect, and evaluation
change across various settings of action has been less developezi although here
toq, we see recent progress. Scott and Meyer (ch. 5) distinguis’h between an: ,
1yt1<.:a11y independent institutional and technical dimensions of organizatio ai
env1ronn}ents: the more technically developed an environment, the greater ?l?
role for discursive and analytic cognition; the more institutionali,zed the great ;
the roles of practical reason and, perhaps, evaluation. Bell (1973) Sl’l efts thei
e‘cono,r’n).l, culture, and polity are organized around contradictory “ixgial in
ciples in Postindustrial societies. Friedland and Alford (ch. 10) idep??-
se;veral institutional domains, each with its own “logic” of actior'l empha izing
dliferent pases pf evaluation and, to some extent, the predominance og difi;zrmgt
act19n—onentat10ns: cognitive in the market and bureaucracy, affective i e
family, evaluative in religion. ’ e n the
Tl.le. link between micro- and macrolevels of analysis has not received much
explicit attention from practitioners of the new institutionalism, most of huc
move back and forth among ethnomethodology, phenomenolo;g and coW on-
tional resource dep@ndence arguments. Zucker (ch. 4) is the mg;t ethnorr:;ﬁ:
odolog'lcgl, sugge§t1ng th'fzt many typifications are “built up” from ground level
by pal.'tlc.lpants in interactions, although some (e.g., “organization”) have gen-
giaé dmgmﬁcance. .Jep'pers.on .(ch.' 6) .too.draws on ethnomethodology, echoing
ens anq Collins in viewing institutions as “stable designs for chronicall
repeated ac'tlvity sequences.” Jepperson and Meyer (ch. 9) are the most paile}-l
Zronllenologlcal, emp.ha‘suing' shared typifications that vary across societies but
e;l argely shared within nation-states. Scott and Meyer (ch. 5) and DiMaggio
gghol;;),\:ilétgch. ?af) erpploy more structural imagery and draw on the Carnegie
coh amhoritl(n;t;)u statlsﬁclllng: the former emp}}asize incentives created by ver-
pea 1 y structures that vary across o‘rgamzational sectors; the latter stress
.zont.a networks that both focus attention and aid in the diffusion of sh
typifications of organizational form. n ol shared
Wlthm the broader field of social theory, we come closest to a genuine alt
n}iitlve tg Parsons’ version of role theory in Pierre Bourdieu’s (19g77) th:Oiye;
;Oec il;clzlt)}zliu(;v. Bourdllleu"s.work has b.een an important part of the cognitive turn in
soctal thec ry, emphasizing the dox1g (taken-for-granted) elements of action, so-
classification, practical consciousness (“knowledge without concepts”
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[1984:470]), and the situated, embodied reproduction of social structure (Bour-
dieu and Passeron 1977). The habitus is an analytic construct, a system of
“regulated improvisation” or generative rules that represents the (cognitive,
affective, and evaluative) internalization by actors of past experience on the
basis of shared typifications of social categories, experienced phenomenally as
“people like us.” Because of common histories, members of each “class frac-
tion” share a similar habitus, creating regularities in thought, aspirations,
dispositions, patterns of appreciation, and strategies of action that are linked to
the positions persons occupy in the social structure they continually reproduce.
Institutions, in this view, are inseparable from the distribution of dispositions:
an institution can “only become enacted and active” if it, “like a garment or a
house, finds someone who finds an interest in it, feels sufficiently at home in it
to take it on” (Bourdieu 1981:309).

The habitus construct is the cornerstone of Bourdieu’s theory of practice. Its

role is to explain how and why strategically oriented agents chronically re-
produce and acquiesce to social structures that are not in their interest. With
respect to the issues identified above, Bourdieu’s argument makes four critical
contributions. First, it provides an alternative account to role theory of the dif-
ferentiation of cognitive understandings and behavioral norms along social-
structural lines. Second, it moves beyond the Freudian imagery of “internaliza-
tion” to posit a generative grammar of strategic behavior, rooted in but not fully
determined by the past. Third, it is multidimensional in two senses: pointing to
a substantive theory of practical evaluation rooted in differences in the habitus
of class fractions; and providing an account of “rational” strategies of action as
themselves institutionalized.?? Fourth, it offers an alternative solution to the
Parsonsian problem of the allocation of persons to social positions. To be sure,
the habitus construct requires further development, and empirical questions
about the precise forms of social boundaries with which variations in the hab-
itus coincide and the ways in which the habitus is transformed over time remain
open. Nonetheless, Bourdieu’s framework offers a particularly balanced and
multifaceted approach to action. Although his work is just beginning to influ-
ence organization theory (DiMaggio, ch. 11; Bourdieu and Boltanski 1975;
Thévenot 1984; Boltanski 1987; Marceau 1989), much of it dovetails with and
may contribute to a broadening and deepening of the institutional tradition.?®

IMPLICATIONS OF THE NEW THEORY
OF PRACTICAL ACTION

Placed in the context of the transformation in the sociological theory of
action we have described, the differences between the old and new institu-
tionalisms in organizational analysis become understandable. The shifts in
theoretical focus from object-relations to cognitive theory, from cathexis to on-
tological anxiety, from discursive to practical reason, from internalization to

- jmitation, from commitment to ethnomethodological trust, from sanctioning to
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ad hgcmg, from norms to scripts and schemas, from values to accounts, i
cops1stency and integration to loose coupling, and from roles to routin : l:om
quite naturally altered the questions that students of organizations h - asked
and the kinds of answers they have offered. e asked
Whpn 1psti@tions were seen as based on values and commitment, and formal
organization identified with the relatively rational pursuit of goa’lls it nrlm ;
sense to a.sk how the “shadowland” of informal social relations ;ovide?i .
counterpoint to the formal structure. By contrast, if legitimacy is dell)'ived fi .
post hpc accounts or symbolic signals, it is more sensible to focus on the in tr o
tionalized quality of formal structures themselves. Indeed, it is an emph ; on
such standardized cultural forms as accounts, typiﬁcations, and co nitp - Cc’ln
f:ls tha_t leads neoinstitutionalists to find the environm’ent at %hc 11Ve H;O ¢
industries, Professions, and nation-states rather than in the local comnfve' 'Of
tbat the old institutionalists studied, and to view institutionalization as the:l :il'lges
sion of standard rules and structures rather than the adaptive custom-fitti 2 of
particular organizations to specific settings. wine of
In other words, the differences between the old and new institutional
groaches to organizations could not be less arbitrary. They reflect, are sﬁa aS(;
; lilr, a.n(i1 are therpselves coming to inﬂuenc.e widespread and converg’ent chanI;es
oughout social theory in fundamental images of human action and society.

New Directions in
Institutional Theory

ha?;though we are §ympathetic to the trends we have described, our intention
s been cartographic rather than celebratory. As should be clear from the fore-
ig:li’l Sﬁfui?;pe;t that something has ‘beer? lost in the shift from the old to the
new ! reVomtir(;a 1tsm. Althm‘lgh the prime importance of assimilating the cog-
(1957 o then o 1soc1ologlcal theory is und'eniable, we agreec with Alexander
(o) that the g(‘):.l must be a sounder multidimensional theory, rather than a
ores thiSyVOl§$ ;\;Zil)ngé Itrrl;ice:((ii, one :)f the kez purposes of the conference to
whic was to expan i i i
institutional theory to include researchers wll)lose glctirl?;r:cresg r.fo(rlflzstczglurlslz is
;):S lt;lllte litrtal:eglil and political elen.lents of action and institutional changtI:). Tshl:,
organiz a(zio :;1 t iIe1 Scti)trllli;t:cr;r;;; ilnd l'Itl ;hls bool;, has been to integrate more firmly
 institu with general sociology, to place intere
ggwer l(;n the institutional agen.da,‘anc‘l to clarify and deeperr)l the convesrtssa:ilgg
glt the form t'hat.a theory of institutional change might take.
ChanI;e; of ;l:{:egnnc;pa;ﬁgqals of this Vol'ume is to address head on the issues of
tionahs,mp e i)::n efficiency. Qp until now, it is fair to say the new institu-
retoduction Wor most attel‘ltlve to proce§ses of legitimation and social
produc . ave emphasized ‘that organizational environments are com-
P of cultural elements, that is, taken-for-granted beliefs and widely
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promulgated rules that serve as templates for organizing. Institutional re-
production has been associated with the demands of powerful central actors,
such as the state, the professions, or the dominant agents within organizational
fields. This emphasis has highlighted the constraints imposed by institutions
and stressed the ubiquity of rules that guide behavior. But institutions are not
only constraints on human agency; they are first and foremost products of
human actions. Indeed, rules are typically constructed by a process of conflict
and contestation. Burns and Flam (1987) make this point forcefully when they
argue that the major political struggles in modern societies revolve around the
formation and reformation of rule systems that guide political and economic
action.

Thus, although we stress that rules and routines bring order and minimize
uncertainty, we must add that the creation and implementation of institutional
arrangements are rife with conflict, contradiction, and ambiguity. The chapters
in parts 2 and 3 tackle a series of fundamental questions: How do institutional
arrangements shape the nature of collective action? How persistent are institu-
tions—how mutable are institutionalized practices? When do different
institutional logics challenge one another? What is the role of elites in maintain-
ing existing institutions? Under what conditions are challengers and
entrepreneurs able to refashion existing rules or create new institutional orders?
And, finally, what are the tensions between arguments that emphasize the

«stickiness” of institutions and approaches that assume an optimization logic,
depicting institutions as the resuilts of intentional actions or adaptive solutions

to conflicting interests.
INSTITUTIONS AS SHAPERS OF INTEREST
AND POLITICS

A theme that runs through many of the contributions to this volume is the
notion that actors and their interests are institutionally constructed. Ann
Swidler (1986) has argued that “culture” represents a tool kit from which
people select both institutionalized ends and the strategies for their pursuit (see
also Bourdieu 1981). Similarly, Scott (ch. 7) contends that “institutional frame-
works define the ends and shape the means by which interests are determined
and pursued.” Cultural frames thus establish approved means and define de-
sired outcomes, leading business people to pursue profits, bureaucrats to seek
budgetary growth, and scholars to strive for publication. Friedland and Alford
(ch. 10) agree that “utility maximization, satisficing, income maximization,
profit maximization, risk power, even interest itself are all institutionally con-
tingent.” And Jepperson and Meyer (ch. 9) suggest that “functional needs” and
social problems ate only discovered and addressed when they fit within existing
institutions.

Such arguments are ably documented with examples of historical change and
" cross-national variation in cultural definitions of actors, interests, and politics.
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Yet they beg an important question: If institutions exert such a powerful infl
ence over the ways in which people can formulate their desires and work ?_
attaln. thgm, then how does institutional change occur? The answers to th'O
question include those that work from within an institutional framework 13
those that see the origins of change in processes that are not institutional o
Sc':ve.zral authors take the first path in developing notions of “institutionall col
tradiction.” One form of contradiction is related to the way in which instituti s
ﬁt. together gt the microlevel. Jepperson (ch. 6) emphasizes the nestin otl“crnS
st1tut1.0n5 with one another. Greenwood and Hinings (1988) reintrogdu 'm_
Sel.zmck’s organizational character but with a cognitive spin arg’;ue that or; i
zational components and strategies fall into socially cor,lstructed intga(lll N
pe%nd.ent clusters, which they call archetypes. Zucker (1988b) conténd t;l .
w1t.hln organizations, institutionalization of components spreads b as“ "
tagion of legitimacy,” as new elements linked to old institutions tl)llemseclgn-
pecome institutionalized. In other words, institutional elements constitut -
mterr'ela‘ted network of mutually supportive or antagonistic parts e
.Thls. imagery has several implications for discussions of cha;nge For o
thlng,. it suggests that institutional models are unlikely to be im ort'ed h I;e
clth mt.o systems that are very different from the ones in which tlf)e ori ‘:;1 (; y
This pomt. is well illustrated by Westney’s (1987) account of the i};mox%atiacl)e.
that late nineteenth-century Meiji emulators developed in the course of fitti "
Western rpod'els of the police, postal system, and newspaper into a preexistiﬁg
.Japa.lnes.e institutional framework. For another, it suggests that tightly coupl g
institutions may be unstable in the face of external shocks. Moreover, );s Zurc)ke
(.1988.b) c.ontends, given the variation in local environments stro;lg institsr
tlonah.zatn.on at the local level may interfere with the per i v ial
macroinstitutions. persisience of vital
FOThe degree of F:ouphng among institutions is ultimately an empirical issue.
T .exa.mple, while Zucker (1987) sees the dependence of professionals on o
gagli)anons as preventing them from acting as a source of change, Scott (ch 7r;
cgnﬂi;\;vild(;:i. lflit) argue.tha.t the.competing claims of professionals create
conlicisand %, en alt?blgulty. Dlsputes.over professional jurisdiction gener-
Sineertat 1\)/'1 a O}Jt whlch rules apd routines are evoked in special situations.
o d};monsirg%}o (cth . 11) describes the relative autonomy of organizational
icly i,n emo ho?n Ln% ! at .the.same museum professionals who behaved doc-
it ganizations sponsored radical reform from field-level
Stitfl’lrtlii(ill:;li :Ii;laﬁ}fgrd (Sh. IQ) develop a quite different argument about “in-
it conts iction. Spcwty, they coptend, comprises several different
bl oo ers, each w1th a centr?ll logl.c-——a set of material practices and
R, tos ructl(.)ns.—whlch .con‘st‘ltutes its organizing principles and which
o orgamzat10n§ and 1nd1v1d}1als to elaborate. Conflict occurs when
utional orders come into contradiction (as when people struggle over

29



Introduction

whether to treat women’s work or the sale of body organs as fal}ing‘ ‘un(kr ths
rules of the marketplace, the family, or religion). Rather thax} Plttlng ratlor:al

deinstitutionalizers against “ conservative” institutions, pollt}cs con‘(ferns 'Fhe
appropriate relationship between institutions” and the question of . by which
institutional logic different activities should be regulated and to which catego-

i they should apply.” .

rle;g;ﬁzrsg I:l:ld A);ford’s pefsggctive has much face validity. Interinstitutlongl
conflict may be discerned in DiMaggio’s (ch. 11) af:count of the demf)cratxc
versus elite models of the American art museum 1n the 1920s and‘ in .Ga—
laskiewicz’s (ch. 12) discussion of business leaders’ efforts to mamtam.a
communitarian rather than a pure market model of the corporate role in

Minneapolis.

EXTRAINSTITUTIONAL SOURCES
OF INSTITUTIONAL CHANGE

None of the authors regards institutions as entirely immutable or institgtlongl
change as a strictly endogenous process. Jepperson (ch. 6) and Fligstein
(ch. 13) both mention the effects of exogenous shocks that block the reprqduc—
tion of institutional patterns and thus induce change, and Jepperson co‘ns%ders
collective action as a separate causal mechanism that can erode or eliminate
institutions (although the form and object of such action may the.:mselves be
institutionalized). Meyer and Rowan distinguish between‘ 1nst1tutxona.1 effef:ts
and “the effects generated by the networks of social behavior and relationships
which compose and surround a given organization.” Scott and Powell acknoxlvl-
edge that institutional constraints always leave space for the autonomous piay

i and improvisation. .
. ll?lz)tjvr:rs Snd intergsts have been slighted topics in institutional analysis. To.be
sure, Meyer and Rowan pointed to the power of the state and the collective
mobilizing efforts of the professions. DiMaggio and Powell stre§sed how coer-
cive processes, that is, the direct imposition of standard operaung procedufres
by powerful organizations in a field, as well as more subtle pressures for cotx)l or-
mity, limit variability. But little attention has been focused on hov&{ incum e'nFs
maintain their dominant positions or respond to threats during periods of crisis
or instability. And we know even less about how skillful‘ entr@reneurs put rgul-
tiple institutional logics to strategic use. The chapters in this volume begin to
is neglect. '

recg;fssr?sl to inc%orporate power into institutional arguments l}egin with t.wo sim-
ple observations: (1) actors in key institutions realize cons1f1ergble gains from
the maintenance of those institutions; and (2) when organlzat}onal ﬁelds are
unstable and established practices ill formed, successful collective action often
depends upon defining and elaborating widely accepted rule?s gf the game. Cor;i
sequently, the acquisition and maintenance of power within organization
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fields requires that dominant organizations continually enact strategies of con-
trol, most notably through either the socialization of newcomers into a shared
world view or via the support of the state and its judicial arm.?°

Fligstein makes this point nicely in arguing that certain corporate strategies
were favored by CEOs with marketing and finance backgrounds because the
strategies fit their interests and competencies. Successful executives developed
conceptions of control that came to dominate their industries and defined appro-
priate standards of behavior. Brint and Karabel (ch. 14) note the fit between the
vocationalizing agenda of community-college administrators and their back-
grounds and status concerns. DiMaggio describes museum professionals who
sought radical changes in museum missions and policies that would tend to en-
hance their own positions relative to those of their trustees.

In all of these cases, advocates of change drew on institutionalized models
and employed highly legitimate and stylized accounts, which we have no rea-
son to doubt they believed, to advance their positions. But the options favored
and terms of debate bore a decided affinity to the interests of the participants.

The three case studies of institutionalization—Galaskiewicz on corporate
philanthropy, Brint and Karabel on community colleges, and DiMaggio on art
museums——are remarkably convergent in suggesting how power and interests
shape the evolution of organizational fields. Each identifies goal-oriented elite
intervention at critical points in a field’s development; each illustrates the con-
struction of fieldwide organizations, with professionals playing leading roles,
that exerted an autonomous impact on ideology and behavior; and each docu-
ments contests between institutional models that were shaped around strategic
considerations. The point is not that the interests pursued were not in some
sense institutionalized, but that for the explanatory purposes of each paper, the
active political side of the story (which, in each case, has decisively institu-
tional elements) is more germane.

Brint and Karabel suggest that neoinstitutionalists still have much to learn
from Selznick’s work, which focused directly on the exercise of power. “Our
difficulties with the new institutionalism,” they write, “have less to do with its
tenets than with its silences.” In some respects, the vocationalization of the
community college is a textbook institutionalization story: a change in organi-
zational mission sponsored by key elites as a contribution to the goals of justice
and economic progress, it began slowly then diffused widely. But it is an in-
stitutional story with an odd twist: diffusion occurred only after sixty years of
fruitless advocacy by community-college administrators and their allies. What
explains, first, the continued but ineffectual efforts at vocationalization in the
face of student opposition and, second, the project’s eventual success? To an-
swer this question, Brint and Karabel emphasize not only institutional models
and rational myths, but also “the pursuit of organizational interests” and “the
role of group struggle in shaping organizational structures and policies.”

—31—



Introduction

AN INSTITUTIONAL PERSPECTIVE ON
COMPETITION AND EFFICIENCY

The contributions to this volume reflect not just an effort to deal with politics
and conflict, but a parallel attempt to come to terms with the problems of com-
petition and efficiency. Typical of this effort is the rapprochement between
institutionalism and the population ecology approach. Institutionalists are now
much more willing to acknowledge the importance of competition and organi-
zational selection than they once were (see Powell, ch. 8). Ecologists, for their
part, now emphasize the importance of institutional factors in competition and
explicitly disavow Panglossian models of organizational evolution (Hannan
and Freeman 1989). Chapter 16 by Singh, Tucker, and Meinhard is a fine exam-
ple of this convergence: using population models, the authors demonstrate the
effects of institutional change on population dynamics and the salutory effect of
institutional legitimacy on the survival rates of Toronto’s voluntary social-
service agencies. They suggest that competition for social fitness has a decided
payoff.

Rather than deny the importance of competition, institutional theorists now
emphasize the historical and intersocietal variability of competitive regimes
and the role of institutions in constituting these regimes. Chapter 15 by Orru,
Biggart, and Hamilton illustrates this point vividly with its comparison of inter-
corporate coordination in Japan, Taiwan, and Korea. Firm structures and
interfirm networks are “strikingly uniform or isomorphic within each economy,
but different from each of the others—they express the organizing principles of
that economy’s environment.” The authors challenge the notion that institu-
tional and technical imperatives are inconsistent; by contrast, they find that
institutional and technical considerations “converge harmoniously in shaping
organizational forms.” Rather than “hamper organizational efficiency,” the
«distinct conceptions of what constitutes appropriate economic activity” in
their three East Asian cases “provide a basis for market order and for com-
petitive relations.”

Indeed, as Powell (ch. 8) and Scott (ch. 7) suggest, the early tendency of
many neoinstitutionalists to identify technical features with for-profit firms and
institutional forces with nonprofit or government agencies is no longer viable.
The successful application of institutional models to the adoption of structural
elements and practices by proprietary companies, illustrated by Galaskiewicz’s
chapter on corporate philanthropy and Fligstein’s on corporate strategy in this
volume, has become a growth industry. Recent efforts in this vein include treat-
ments of the multidivisional firm (Fligstein 1985), patterns of corporate phi-~
lanthropy (Galaskiewicz 1985a; Galaskiewicz and Burt 1991; Galaskiewicz
and Wasserman 1989; Useem 1987), training and promotion procedures in law
firms (Tolbert 1988; Tolbert and Stern 1989), the introduction and spread of
matrix management (Burns and Wholey 1990), financial reporting methods
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(Mezias 1990), legal departments of multinationals (Miyazawa 1986); due pro-
cess procedures in corporations (Dobbin et al. 1988; Edelman 1990,) huglan
resource policies (Baron, Dobbin, and Jennings 1986), and man;gement
buyou?s (Amburgey and Lippert 1989). All of these studies provide ample il-
lustration of how institutional forces shape corporate structures and pracgices
Do such ﬁn.dings mean that businesses are inefficient? The implications arc;,
far fr9m obvious. On the one hand, early expressions of the new institu-
t1onz.111sm explicitly contrasted institutional processes to those driven b
f:fﬁ(:l‘ency considerations, contending that money spent on ceremonial or le it)-,
imating activities constituted “pure costs from the point of view of efﬁcienf ”
(Mey(?r and Rowan, ch. 2; see also DiMaggio and Powell, ch. 3). But this ar; }:1—
ment is questionable for several reasons. First, we must distinguish between%he
processes by which an organization makes a change from the effects of the
change lt' he'ls made: a firm that adopts a product-related diversification strategy
becgl%se it is accepted in its industry might well benefit materially from this
de01s1pn. Second, we must ask whether institutionally driven choices (e.g., the
adoptlon of a human resource management department) have any net imi)%a‘cjt on
efﬁ.czl'ency at all. Third, we must account for the income-producing effects of
legitimacy rather than simply looking at the cost side: it may be highly efficient
for a §chool district to spend a million dollars on ceremonial activities if the
resulting legitimacy induces voters to endorse a $15 million bond issue
The.: key thrust of institutional analysis is neither to expose the inefﬁciénc of
organizational practices nor to celebrate the nonoptimality of institutionalyar—
'rang.em.ents. We are skeptical of arguments that assume that survivin
1r?st1tut10ns represent efficient solutions because we recognize that rates of eng-
vironmental change frequently outpace rates of organizational adaptation
Begause suboptimal organizational practices can persist for an extended perioci
of tlrpe, we rarely expect institutions simply to reflect current political and eco-
nomic forces. The point is not to discern whether institutions are efficient, but to
deYelop robust explanations of the ways in which institutions incorpora,te his-
torical experiences into their rules and organizing logics. '
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ments of controversial matters as remain.

Notes
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. . . sto
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instituti i to studies of constitutions and Kings). :
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ilot that any discipline presents a unified front, but that variation 1n the treatment

. LT themn.
stitutions between disciplines tends to be greater than the variation within th

4. Putterman 1986 provides an excellent overview of this literature and offers sam-

. . . ]
plings of key papers in this tradition. As Richard Nelson has poxillted lout -1:1ha:N %e;rtsl(l);l:d
icati i titutionalism in economics contrasts sharply wi
communication, the new institutiona ! : used
to be known as “ institutional economics.” The latter, associated with such early twentieth

s as John Commons and Thorstein Veblen, was quite sociological in its

century scholar len, e SC s
empfal}’sis on custom, political economy, and the historical specificity of economi

institutions. ' . o .
5. See Young 1986 fora thoughtful review of early work on regimes. Heis cntsltcsatlh(;s
the .Vagueness and the disconcerting elasticity of the }iey con.cepts, blut'he sugge
work represents an important new line of thought on mter;laﬁonal rehanor‘xlse:r —
i i jetal-level cultural change, however,
6. Under circumstances of rapid socie I-level ' )
tions may incorporate new elements in the institutional environment at a rapid rate. We

are grateful to John Meyer for this point, which is illustrated in Thomas 1989.

_We thank Ron Jepperson for the latter point. B o

Z& Af;)rocess of sysf;m change is state-dependent when the probability and dlre.cg?:l
of cilange from one petiod to the pextare a function of the state of the system at the initi

period.

9. This is particularly the case with respect to the old institutionalism, the boundaries
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did not regard themselves as members of a self-conscious school (Perrow 1986). In our
discussion, we refer especially to the loci classici of the old institutionalism, Selznick’s
TVA and the Grass Roots (1949) and Leadership in Administration (1957).

10. Although cognition sometimes refers to the full range of mental activity, we fol-
low current usage in distinguishing between cognition, on the one hand, and affective or
evaluative processes on the other. By cognition we refer to both reasoning and the pre-
conscious grounds of reason: :classifications, representations, scripts, schemas,
production systems, and the like. '

11. Our argument here is only that the institutional theory of organizations has partici-
pated in a broader theoretical turn; we are not interested in questions of priority. A casual
perusal of citation patterns and publication dates suggests that, except for the impact of
Garfinkel and Berger and Luckmann on the early formulations of Meyer and Rowan and
Zucker, the affinity between organizational institutionalism and these broader currents is
largely one of convergence rather than influence. If anything, the cognitive revolution
seems to have reached institutional theory before making its mark on social theory as a
whole, probably due to the presence within organization theory of the seminal work of
Herbert Simon and James March. The papers in this volume evince a diminishing paro-
chialism within institutional theory as awareness of convergent work from outside the
field of organization studies has grown (see Friedland and Alford, Jepperson, Jepperson
and Meyer, Powell, and Scott).

12. We would distinguish our view, which is consistent with Collins’s (1981) call for

“microtranslation,” from individual reductionism (i.e., positing motivated individual
action as the ultimate cause of all social phenomena in an analytic sense). In keeping
with this, we use the term action throughout to refer to social behavior, without any of
the muscular, rational, or individual reductionist connotations that some have associated
with that term. We are grateful to John Meyer, Ron Jepperson, and other readers of an
earlier version for pressing us to make explicit our reasons for concentrating on micro-
foundations in this draft, and for clarifying the lack of consensus within institutional
theory on the relative importance of the “micro” side.

13. In referring to the “middle” period, we follow Alexander 1987:53—-72. Our dis-
cussion of Parsons draws on two major works (Parsons and Shils 1951; Parsons 1951)
that were published after Selznick’s TVA and the Grass Roots (1949). Parsons integrated
object-relations theory into his model of action during the 1940s, however, and Selznick
had access to his essays (e.g., Parsons 1945) during this period. Selznick 1957 also drew
directly on work in ego psychology.

14. For an insightful discussion of how Parsons’ treatment of social action neglects the
ways that individuals construct their behavior out of an amalgam of cultural roles and
normative values, see Camic 1989:63-69.

15. Indeed, Mayhew 1984 has illustrated how, despite Parsons’ early criticisms of
utilitarianism, the later work of Parsons progressively incorporated a utilitarian image of
a modern social order. Both Mayhew 1984 and Bourricaud 1981 suggest that Parsons
sought to extend the tools of utilitarian theory beyond the realm of the market to all mod-
ern forms of social organization. This “institutionalized individualism” (Bourricaud
1981) argues that processes of exchange are stabilized by constraining normative struc-
tures external to the exchange partners. Some readers may note the obvious parallels
between this version of institutionalism and recent work in the new institutional econom-
ics. See Camic’s (1986:1076) discussion for more on this point.
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16. In an extraordinarily thoughtful and extensive set of comments on an eatlier draft
of this essay, Jeffrey Alexander suggests that Parsons’ view of values and norms is far
more consistent with cognitivists’ images of scripts, rules, and classifications than we
acknowledge and that Parsons anticipated much of the “practical theory of action” that
we describe below. To be sure, Parsons’ critique of utilitarianism, his portrayal of the
analytic autonomy of levels of analysis, and his concern with the mutual orientation of
actors are all fundamental precursors to the contemporary approaches we discuss; his
contribution is easy to take for granted today precisely because it was so effective. On the
other hand, we find it difficult to locate in Parsons’ major writings evidence that he antic-
ipated the trends we describe; we are struck, instead, by his emphasis on the moral
aspects of value-commitments, the general fit between values and norms, and the quasi-
rational manner in which actors pursue means-end chains. The issue is a difficult one,
because Parsons did not have at his disposal the vocabulary that has developed over
many years of work by the Carnegie school, ethnomethodologists, and cognitive psy-
chologists, and therefore could not easily have expressed certain images of action even if
he anticipated them. Moreover, as Alexander has noted, Parsons’ work is complex and
not always internally consistent. It may be safest to conclude that Parsons’ discussions of
values and norms, employing the language available to him, lend themselvestoa reifica-
tion of values, a treatment of persons as «gversocialized,” and an essentially moral view
of the evaluative dimension of actors’ orientations to the means and ends of action. In
other words, we believe we give an accurate account of “Parsonsianism” as it was re-
ceived into American sociology, even i Parsons himself had a more complex view of the
manner in which values and norms enter into action than we imply.

17. Cogpnition for Parsons is assimilated, as Warner 1978 tells us, to either a scientific
mode of thought or a normative one. Warner 1978:1328 points out that the former analyt-
ic move rejects the notion that cognition has variable properties, while the latter effort
recognizes the variable status of cognition but reduces it to little more than the status of a
belief. As a result, the social actors in Parsons’ scheme appear to lack either interpretive
competence or practical consciousness. This passive individual has been aptly labeled a
“cultural dope” by Garfinkel 1967:66—68.

18. A key premise of Parsons’ Structure of Social Action (1937) is that action consists
of a reasoned selection of means and ends by the application of guiding norms. Yet the
unremitting thrust of his argument was to homogenize social action (Camic 1986). By
omitting any consideration of the habitual nature of action, he severely handicapped his
efforts to account for patterns of order in social relationships.

19. March and Simon drew some of the inspiration for their pathbreaking work from
The Function of the Executive, written by Chester Barnard (1938), an AT&T executive
seconded to the Harvard Business School. Barnard was a talented amateur scholar;
Functions is theoretically undisciplined, full of sharp but not always consistent insights.
The influence of Harvard, of Parsons, and of the Henderson circle and their appreciation
of Pareto is evident in Barnard’s systems approach. His voluntaristic model of attach-
ment to the firm and his emphasis on passionatc commitment as a source of
organizational solidarity are consistent with Parsons’ normative theory of action. But
there is also a cognitive side to Functions, found in Barnard’s analysis of decision mak-

ing, in his prescient account of what would later become known as the “enacted
environment,” in his view of goals and subgoals as objects that leaders can manipulate,
and in his notion of the “zone of indifference” within which workers comply unreflec-
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tlve}y with management directives. What Simon, March, and their Carnegie colleagu
achle.v'ed was to purge Barnard of Parsons and to systematize and develop furth gtlfs
cognitive theory that was struggling to escape. b o
20. QMﬁnkel has published relatively little, and his writing often resists easy ¢
p;gher;smnl;' his major work is Studies in Ethnomethodology (1967). Foxtunate};y Otllllle-:
S . . . . ’
ando}r; 1 :;znzitz:altlglge; 1; ;gs;t;.gatlc and informative; see, especially, Heritage 1984, 1987
21. Alexander 1987 has distinguished between Garfinkel’s early work, which r
sents an elaboration of Parsons’ framework, and his later work, which repl’ldiates itegﬁ;
;zfxa?ye?ht: é:;far to the second phase, which has had a more marked influence on contem-
. 2'2. A related line of argument in organizational behavior has been pursued by Weick
in his work (1976) on loosely coupled systems, and by Staw and his collea ue}; (St "
1981; Sta}w 'and Ross 1987) in their work on the escalation of commitment ¢ aW
23, Within neoinstitutionalism, the position of norms and associated “ s:;nctions” is
mfitte?r of some disagreement or, perhaps, ambiguity. Scott and Meyer contend that i :
stitutions res.t on normative as well as cognitive foundations; DiMaggio and Po mli
gch. 3) describe normative isomorphism, but, as Scott (ch. 7) argues, do not distin, :iesh
1? clearly .from cognitive effects. Zucker (postscript to ch. 4) is n;ore strictl ci ni
Flve., arguing that the use of sanctions to defend a behavior pattern is evidence{)f wg ai;
institutionalization, insofar as high levels of institutionalization make sanctions unnic
essary. Jepperson and Powell (chs. 6 and 8), by contrast, view the support of rewards anc;
(S)il:;uo?ﬁr as an i‘r‘xtrins.ic aspect of institutions, but Jepperson specifies that such support
o thresbin:i)ililgghpol;slez;tg;erlzl ::.lf—actlvatmg social processes,” while Powell relies more
‘ 24. It may be useful to contrast this approach to rational-actor models and the Par:
sian n}odel of action with a concrete example, the increasingly well-worn case ; (t)lrll-
motoqst stopping at a highway restaurant to which she expects neverto return. A ra(t)' ;
motorist would fail to leave a tip, calculating that the waiter who has been sti.ffed \;:))lrllld
h.ave no opportunity to sanction her misbehavior. A Parsonsian motorist would le
tip pecause she had internalized the notion that this was good; she and the waiter vj(‘)lslg
smile at one another as she did so in mutual appreciation of her appropriate role perf ;
m.ance. A pra.ctical actor would also leave a tip, because that is what one dogs t(:r;
w1'thout ftxperlencing a warm glow. If the practical actor stopped to think about it’ tlll
might fail to leave a tip (if her image of human action is derived from graduate econ "rics
cour§es) or she might leave one and feel good about it (if she is an ex-waitress or OHII’ICS
sonsian), but ur'lder. most circumstances she won’t give the matter much thought o
Jessérfsr\;v rcxleiogl)stllgl.luon#ists have embraced Collins’s work for two reasons (.but see
“Cognitivé” a. r(.)acllrlst,t is b.est-known paper on the topic rather misleadingly rejects
ogmtve p;;n ; et:s g act‘lon because it identifies “cognition” with rational, discur-
mohens gon. Iy a}‘c s ; ol.lms fOH.OWS ethnon%ethodology in laying considerable
(1981591 Whateh irre u(.:lbly tacit ele.ment' in cognition and communication”
o C.liscur,Sive ' e rejjects isa preoccupatlon with that part of cognition Giddens refers
s Clscursive I(1)(;15;:)10usness, al_ong with Fhe “as-if” rationalist vocabulary of values
organizati(;n eco On, thec::ilrse gf his e'mphasm on the interactional foundations of social
e tic e ect}ve or r1tual. aspects of the micro-order, the work is some-
es misinterpreted as sharing the radical realism of some (but by no means all)
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ethnomethodologists, that is, as regarding macroconcepts as “mere” epiphenomena of,
or glosses on, an «egsential” microlevel. In fact, although he regards the ritual aspect of
interaction as primary, Collins (1981) acknowledges the role of accounts, mac-
roreferences, and cultural resources in normalizing and structuring interactions.
Because he assumes the polemical burden of challenging reified, quasi-rational accounts
of social action, Collins opts t0 neglect the origins and use of shared typifications (but
see his more recent work, especially Collins 1988a and 1988b). Nonetheless, his ap-
proach points to a solution to the problem of order that is more consonant with new
research on cognition and more plausible than approaches that undervalue affect and rit-
val. In this volume, both Meyer and Rowan, and Friedland and Alford develop
institutional arguments that incorporate attention to ritual and ceremony at a more mac-
rolevel. Also see Meyer 1988a on the sacred modern self.

26. The need for such work is evident on empirical grounds. Given that anything that
enters into human interaction can become the basis of a shared typification, why are
some typifications (the nation, the family, private property) so much more compelling
than others (counties, second cousins, the commons)? A purely cognitive theory of ac-
tion, even one that integrates Giddens’s ideas about the basic security system, cannot
account for the dramatically different affective and normative responses of the subjects
in Zucker’s experiment under the “office condition” (ch. 4) and the participants in
Milgram’s obedience-to-authority research program (Milgram 1974).

27. On the former, see, especially, Distinction (Bourdieu 1984); on the latter, see,
especially, The Logic of Practice (1990).

28. The natural affinity between Bourdieu’s ideas and neoinstitutional theory is es-
pecially evident in Thévenot 1984; note also Jepperson’s characterization of
“institutionalization as a particular set of social reproductive processes” (ch. 6).

29, There are intriguing parallels between institutionalist thought and the Marxian
tradition in this regard, and much room for a dialogue that has not yet taken place. An-
tonio Gramsci’s notion of hegemonia (1971), the domination by elites of the
consciousness of members of other classes, for example, directs attention to why some
ideas and practices are institutionalized and others are not. Similarly, Michael Mann’s
(1973) depiction of the four-part process by which a social class achieves “con-
sciousness” —recognition of itself as a class, awareness of the capitalist as an opponent,
heightened salience of the class identity, and the identification of alternatives—has
much in common with institutional accounts of change. These affinities have rarely been
acknowledged for two reasons. First, authors in the Marxian tradition generally hew to
an a priori model of class structure that is of limited applicability to many phenomena in
which neoinstitutionalists are interested (especially at the organizational level). Second,
Marxian analysts ordinarily view social change as the result of conflict between self-
conscious, rational (corporate) actors (a tendency at its most explicit in contemporary
“analytic Marxism” [Wright 1985; Elster 1982]), treating processes that institutionalists
view as nearly universal as pathological departures from rationality (“false con-
sciousness”). Nonetheless, the Marxian tradition has the virtue of focusing on the
exercise of power (conscious or unconscious), on the means by which power is exer-
cised, and on patterns of inequality of power common to most large-scale societies. We
are grateful to Don Shin for reminding us of this, and to Chick Perrow for repeated ex-
hortations to attend seriously to power and inequality, a point that we concur with and
have tried to attend to elsewhere (see DiMaggio 1988a and Powell 1985b).





