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INTRODUCTION
................................................................................................................

Over the past thirty years or so, the labels ‘institutional’ and ‘institutionalism’ have

spread like wildfires acrossmost social science disciplines (Fligstein and Friedland 1995).

The shared context to the emergence and diffusion of institutional or neo-institutional

perspectives during this period has been a questioning of conventional and dominant

perspectives in those different disciplines. The common thread has been a critical take

1 I want to thank Colin Crouch, John Meyer, and Marc Schneiberg for useful comments on earlier
versions of this chapter.
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on key defining features of these conventional perspectives—such as context-free

agency, rationality and rational choice hypotheses, efficiency and utility maximization,

unrestricted and free-flowing information, naturalistic evolution or ‘one-best-way’

structures and solutions. The perception of a complex empirical reality rendered

those simplistic and simplifying features increasingly unsatisfactory and frustrating

(Meyer and Rowan 1977; March and Olsen 1984; Dobbin 1994).

The reaction, across disciplines, was to underscore the importance of the environ-

ment and, in particular, to bring institutions back in. Across disciplines, an institu-

tionalist perspective starts from the basic recognition that human activities,

including activities of an economic nature, are embedded and framed within larger

institutional schemes that tend to be stable (Weber 1978; Polanyi 1944; Veblen 1904;

North 1990). A core dimension of the institutionalist project has been to understand,

here again across disciplinary boundaries, how embeddedness matters, how institu-

tions constrain and structure action, create regularities and stability, limiting at the

same time the range of options and opportunities.

The success of institutional or neo-institutional perspectives reflects in part their

ability to integrate complexity. The different variants of institutionalism have that in

common that they make it possible to take into account the contextual embedded-

ness of economic rules, actors, organizations, or behaviours. Still, under the broad

label of ‘institutionalism’, there is also a fair amount of diversity and resilient

differences. There are, I propose, at least three broad kinds of divides or boundaries.

A first divide is disciplinary. There is an institutionalist temptation in most social

science disciplines—and particularly in sociology, political science, and economics.

Those disciplines build upon different intellectual foundations and they have evolved

and developed through time in relative distance and autonomy from each other.

A second divide is epistemological or conceptual. Naturally, there is a fair amount of

parallelism between this divide and the disciplinary one but the overlap is not

perfect. There are, I argue, three main categories of institutionalist perspectives,

each reflecting a different epistemological orientation. I use the terms ‘rational

choice’, ‘historical’, and ‘cultural’ to label those categories.2 There is a third divide

that translates in part in geographical terms. Even though institutionalism was

originally strongly embedded in European, mainly German, institutional economics,

its transfer to the United States in the early part of the twentieth century would turn

out to have consequences. Today, there are partial but identifiable differences, within

disciplines, between institutionalist projects on both sides of the Atlantic (Aglietta

1976; Tempel and Walgenbach 2007; Greenwood et al. 2008).

2 This typology is both compatible with and slightly different from other existing typologies.
Considering only politicial science, Thelen and Steinmo (1992) identify two ‘institutionalisms’ – rational-
choice and historical. Kato (1996) identifies in Political Science a third category that brings institutions
together with public choice theory, using Simon’s concept of bounded rationality. Hall and Taylor (1996)
differentiate between historical, rational-choice and sociological institutionalism. DiMaggio (1998)
points to rational-action neo-institutionalism (RAN), social constructivist neo-institutionalism (SCN)
and mediated-conflict neo-institutionalism (MCN).
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Those different kinds of divides cannot be ignored and they generate today a

double sense of vibrancy on the one hand and confusion on the other. The richness,

profusion, and vitality of contributions from an institutionalist perspective cannot

be denied. But this also often comes together with complexities, apparent contra-

dictions, and stunning differences between separate strands of institutionalism. The

question at the core of this chapter derives from there. If we take the category

‘institutionalism’ in its broadest sense, are we moving today towards increasingly

acute differentiation or else towards greater coherence overall? Is institutional theory

exploding further into so many strands and variants, increasingly distant from each

other and only rarely in discussion with each other? Or else are we moving towards

greater coherence and compatibility and, possibly, more fluid discussions and

exchanges?

This chapter starts with a description in broad strokes of the intellectual heritage

shaping institutionalism in different social science disciplines. Then, a number of

current debates serve as points of entry to approach the question of coherence or

diversity. The definition of institutions, the double issue of change and emergence,

and the question of action and agency are explored in turn. Those are key questions

today, with which scholars are grappling, across and beyond disciplinary boundaries.

A red thread, throughout the chapter, is to ponder whether the exploration of these

questions reveals enduring and tight boundaries or whether it shows instead increas-

ing coherence and proximity within the broad institutionalist family. In our conclu-

sion, we go back to this red thread.

INTELLECTUAL FOUNDATIONS

OF INSTITUTIONALISM
................................................................................................................

The objective here is to explore in broad strokes the intellectual lineage of the

institutionalist argument in different social science disciplines.

If we go back in time, we find a common intellectual ground and a shared

inspiration behind and in spite of contemporary differences. This shared inspiration

can be traced back to a small number of sources. The German historical school had a

profound impact, particularly on political science and economics (Herbst 1965;

Hogdson 2001; 2004). Scholars such as Max Weber or Werner Sombart, who have

sometimes been depicted as representing a later evolution of the historical school,

were also profoundly influential (Veblen 1901; Hogdson 2001). More marginally, the

‘early’ Karl Marx or Emile Durkheim also played a role in sociology and even in parts

of political science. This small pool of intellectual sources had an important shaping

role for the institutionalist argument in its many ‘old’ and ‘new’ guises.
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In American social science, a first generation seized upon this tradition already at

the turn of the twentieth century. There was an unmistakable and direct ‘genetic’

transmission from the German tradition to this ‘old American institutionalism’

(Herbst 1965; Hogdson 2001; 2004). The mechanisms of that transmission are easy

to follow. American ‘old institutionalists’ had often studied in Germany. Those who

did not generally had a teacher who had been to Germany and/or had studied in one of

the American Universities or schools that had become hotbeds of institutionalism—

Johns Hopkins University, Columbia University, Maddison-Wisconsin or later the

New School in New York City. The purpose is not to propose here an overly simplistic

genealogy. American ‘old institutionalists’ also found inspiration for example in

British historicism, evolutionary theory, pragmatism, or even classical economics.

The interplay between those different components on American soil in fact generated

increasing complexity and differentiation through time. Still, behind a diversity that

sometimes appears overwhelming, it is important not to neglect the common histori-

cal intellectual filiation.

From the second quarter of the twentieth century, ‘old institutionalism’ came to

lose out, in American social science, to rational action, universalizing and context-

free perspectives and this across disciplines. The revival of institutionalist arguments

started in the different disciplines somewhere during the 1970s. Contemporary

variants of the argument have tended to adopt the qualifying prefix ‘neo’ (or new)

to refer to—and possibly take distance from—earlier institutionalist contributions.

The German Historical School

Historicism had its roots in Germany and as an intellectual program it was dominant

there during the nineteenth century among economists, lawyers, and policymakers

alike. The German Historical School rejected the idea of natural and universal

economic laws as well as the possibility of universal theoretical systems (Shionoya

2001). Instead, its proponents argued that economic ‘laws’ were contingent upon the

particular historical, social and institutional context in which economic action

happened to be embedded. There was hesitation, though, between a merely descrip-

tive and a more normative perspective.

Descriptive historicism pointed to the embeddedness of economic arrangements

and to the need for historically and sociologically grounded empirical economics

(Iggers 1968). The descriptive project of the German Historical School was to show

the multiplicity of economic, legal, or political arrangements and in a sense their

social and historical relativism. The idea was to adopt an inductive and historical

approach that could make it possible to recognize the diversity of economic, legal, or

political circumstances. From that perspective, market economies had no prime of

place. Markets were institutional and social objects like any other that had to be

contextualized and the efficiency of which could not be presumed.

Normative historicism went one step further. It associated unique economic paths

with national trajectories and recognized that the state was the main carrier of such
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national identity. The consequence was strong support for the status quo, which was

supposed to reflect the very essence, spirit (Geist) of a people and nation and a

preoccupation for nation-building through state-led economic policy. In Germany,

this meant that normative historicism found perfectly legitimate, towards the end of

the nineteenth century, a combination of highly organized capitalism and strong

state intervention. Such a combination, expressing itself at the moment of German

unification, marked, as it were, the culmination of the German ‘spirit’. Needless to

say, such combination left little room to ‘free markets’. The latter were more readily

associated with an earlier, ‘disorganized’, association of German states that predated

unification (Fourcade-Gourinchas 2001: 407).

In retrospect, the fate of German historicism was closely linked to two develop-

ments. First, German historicism in time lost the methodenstreit—the intense and at

times bitter methodological dispute that opposed it to Austrian liberal and classical

economists during the 1880s (Hodgson 2001). Basically, the Austrian Carl Menger

violently rejected the possibility that more historical economics could lead to better

theory. He asserted instead that the prime task of economic analysis was the

elaboration of theory and that theoretical knowledge did not result from empirical

work. This position would progressively become uncontroversial in economics and

the legitimacy of historicism was in the process considerably weakened. A second

development stemmed from the association of historicism, at least in its normative

form, with Prussian and later on German nationalism. This association undeniably

contributed further to its loss of legitimacy. The progressive weakening of the

German Historical perspective on the old continent certainly had implications for

‘old institutionalism’ in the United States and its fate in that country.

Old Institutionalism in Economics and Political Science

It would naturally be beyond the scope of this chapter to propose an overview of ‘old

institutionalism’ in American economics and political science. We only sketch out

here a few broad features that bear upon the questions explored in this chapter.

Firstly, some of the most prominent ‘old institutionalists’ played an essential role

in the structuration and professionalization of social science disciplines in the United

States. The experiences many of them had in Germany certainly shaped their

intellectual agenda. It also framed, though, their conception of universities, research

and higher education. Those experiences coloured, in fact, many organizational

initiatives. A number of those initiatives contributed to the professionalization but

also to the differentiation and separation of social science disciplines. Others tended

instead to put forward and encourage transdisciplinarity. In 1885, Richard T. Ely, who

held a German Doctorate and had been strongly influenced by the German Historical

School, founded the American Economic Association (AEA). The creation of the

AEA retrospectively proved an important step for the structuration and profession-

alization of economics as a self-standing social science. Only a few years later, though,

Ely launched another initiative that tended this time to entrench transdisciplinarity.
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In 1892, he formed a new School of Economics, Political Science and History at the

University of Madison-Wisconsin. Another pioneer was Westel W. Willoughby, a

PhD from Johns Hopkins University but also the founder there of the Political

Science Department. He was amongst the early founding members (and the first

Secretary General and Treasurer) of the American Political Science Association

(APSA) in 1903. The APSA was willingly and explicitly modelled on the AEA. This

type of initiative naturally contributed to the transformation of political and legal

theory into political science and to the structuration and professionalization of the

latter as a social scientific discipline. Thorstein Veblen, who had done graduate work

at Johns Hopkins, was on his side instrumental in bringing to life another important

transdisciplinary project. While he had refused the presidency of the AEA in 1925, he

became around that time one of the founders of the Faculty at the New School for

Social Research in New York.

Secondly, some of the key features of the German Historical School found their way

to and shaped the agenda of ‘old institutionalism’. One such feature was the refusal of a

universal and universalizing perspective. The American ‘old institutionalists’ did not

believe in the existence of natural, hence universal, laws. Instead, they searched for an

explanation to the contingency of economic arrangements and behaviours. In the

German Historical School, an important dimension of that contingency had been

historical. In ‘old institutionalism’, the importance granted to history varied. Hodgson

even argues that, overall, ‘the problem of historical specificity received only limited

attention’ in American ‘old institutionalism’ (Hodgson 2001: 152). The way contingen-

cy was defined increasingly turned out to be a-historical, particularly in economics and

political science. The core focus was the (relatively a-historical) interplay between

economic arrangements and broader societal or institutional frames. This interplay

was well expressed, later on, in the notion of ‘embeddedness’. The conceptualization of

the embedding environment also revealed similarities. In ‘old institutionalism’, just as

in the German Historical School, the environment is concrete and localized—often

taking the form of structures, organizations, rules or laws. However, while the national

dimension seemed predominant in the German Historical School, ‘old institution-

alism’ in American social science considered more proximate local communities

(DiMaggio and Powell 1991: 13).

Thirdly, and on the other hand, differences set apart ‘old institutionalism’ from the

German Historical School. In ‘old institutionalism’, empirical data collection re-

mained important. At the same time, theory and theory making progressively gained

in significance. Some of the most prominent amongst ‘old institutionalists’ even saw

the absence of theoretical ambition as a major weakness of the German Historical

School. Thorstein Veblen criticized German historicism on that ground when he

claimed that ‘economists of what may be called the elder line of the historical school

can scarcely be said to cultivate a science at all, their aim being not theoretical work at

all . . . ’ (Veblen 1901: 71–2). Joseph Schumpeter agreed—for him German historical

economics was nothing but endless history! Even though John R. Commons devoted

an important part of his professional life to empirical data collection, he also

attempted to come forward with a theoretical manifesto (Commons 1934). Empirical
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data collection made sense, not as such and per se, but mostly because it could

generate theory, he argued. In parallel, the form in which the data were presented

often changed. Detailed narratives and story-telling that were the mark of the

German Historical School increasingly gave way to more formalized model building

and data aggregation. There was naturally variability here and Thorstein Veblen, for

example, remained more of a story-teller.

Another important evolution needs to be mentioned. ‘Old institutionalism’, in

economics, political science, or sociology, took distance from and at times criticized

the conservatism and stasis often associated with German historicism. In German

historicism, powerful institutional framing explained and often justified a degree of

determinism or even a normative defence of the status quo. The ‘old institutionalism’

looked instead for some of the key mechanisms generating change and adaptation in

the interplay between economic actors and broader environments (Selznick 1957: 39;

DiMaggio and Powell 1991: 12–14). Thorstein Veblen, for example, clearly distanced

himself from what he saw as a ‘Hegelian’ temptation in the oldest branch of German

historicism. Veblen rejected explanations that harked back to the logic of systemic

wholes—whether material or spiritual. He regretted the tendency in the German

Historical School to easily turn to a simple if not simplistic explanatory premiss—the

Geist of a country, of a period, which often became the supreme criterion of historical

differentiation between socio-economic systems (Veblen 1901). Veblen called instead

for a focus on detailed, causal processes; he underscored the importance of a

processual explanation of origins, growth, and variation of institutions. He empha-

sized in particular the need to problematize the Geist and to explore how it came

about, how it stabilized and was reproduced, possibly even how it came to be

contested and to change over time (Hogdson 2001: 139–51).

Let us underscore still one more difference. Where the German Historical School

implied a reflection on societal issues and the consideration of conflicts of interests,

power plays, questions of justice and injustice, issues of preference formation, this

progressively disappeared from ‘old institutionalism’, in economics and in great part

also in political science. Veblen was naturally a notable exception (Thelen and

Steinmo 1992). Quite in contrast, the ‘old institutionalism’ in sociology, as repre-

sented by Karl Polanyi or Philip Selznick for example, seized upon those issues

directly (Perrow 1986: ch.5, DiMaggio and Powell 1991: 12). In fact, this focus

would weaken in sociology only later, with the neo-institutionalist revival of the

1970s (Meyer and Rowan 1977; DiMaggio and Powell 1983; 1991: 12–14).

Finally, the fate of law represents another significant—and surprising—evolution.

The German Historical School put a lot of emphasis on studies of legal structures and

texts—particularly with a comparative scope. The ‘old institutionalism’, on the other

hand, seemed to forget about law. This is particularly striking of institutionalism in

political science, where one would have most expected law and legal structures to

retain an important role (Engel and Héritier 2003). Recently, in the more contempo-

rary evolution of neo-institutionalism, the significance and role of law are being

rediscovered. The thrust, arguably, stems even more from economics (e.g. the Law

and Economics school) or from sociology than from political science. Law still
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remains relatively absent from the institutionalist frame in political science—

whether of the rational or historical kind (Steinmo 2001).

Different Readings of Max Weber and Old

Institutionalism in Sociology

In sociology, extending into organization studies, institutionalism has historically

found a significant source of intellectual inspiration in the thought and work of Max

Weber. We have already touched on the question of Max Weber’s connection to the

German Historical School. Some see him ‘in’; others ‘out’ (Hogdson 2001; Schneider

1995). Thorstein Veblen and others (e.g. Koslowski 1997) propose a convincing

compromise. They differentiate between early’ and ‘late’ (or else ‘old’ and ‘new’)

Historismus. Early historicists were mainly drawn to systematic empirical data

collection. Later historicists—including Werner Sombart and Max Weber according

to Veblen and others—were also out to develop theory even if of a middle range kind

(Hogdson 2001: 108). According to Max Weber, the ‘most general laws’ are ‘the least

valuable’ because the ‘more comprehensive their scope’ the ‘more they lead away’

from the task of explaining a given phenomenon (Weber 1949: 72–80). Max Weber

also took some distance from the tendency in oldHistorismus (as described above) to

search for ultimate explanations in national socio-economic systems understood as

essentialist collectives, static Geiste (Mommsen 1965).

For those reasons, Max Weber was often identified by ‘old institutionalists’ as

avoiding the traps in which the older German Historical School tended to fall

(Hogdson 2001). In contrast to the idealist organicism and collectivism of the

older German Historical School, Max Weber brought the intentional individual

back in as the ultimate causal agent behind socio-economic phenomena. In the

words of Max Weber, “action in the sense of subjectively understandable orientation

of behaviour exists only as the behaviour of one or more individual human beings”

(Weber 1978: 13). This methodological individualism, though, was compatible in

Weber’s thought with the understanding that institutions and social frames played a

structuring, constraining but also enabling role with respect to individual belief and

preference formation. Weber made this very clear:

These concepts of collective entities (states, firms, social collectives, etc . . . ) which are found

both in common sense and in juristic and other technical forms of thought, have a meaning in

the minds of individual persons, partly as of something actually existing, partly as something

with normative authority. . . . Actors thus in part orient their action to them and in this role

such ideas have a powerful, often a decisive, causal influence on the course of action of real

individuals. (Weber 1978: 14)

The fate of Max Weber’s thought after his death has been unique. Weber has certainly

strongly influenced ‘old institutionalism’, particularly but not only in sociology (Hodg-

son 2001; Powell and DiMaggio 1991). At the same time, Max Weber’s work was also a

source of inspiration for an economist like Frank Knight—one of the ‘ancestors’ of the
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Chicago School of Economics (Djelic 2006). In 1927, Frank Knight went as far as saying

that ‘if (he) were to start again, (he) would build upon his (Weber’s) ideas’ (quoted in

Schweitzer 1975: 279). We are even more aware, naturally, of the influence Max Weber

had on Talcott Parsons—or should we say of the influence Talcott Parsons had on our

reading of Max Weber! Without exploring this discussion in detail (see e.g. Beckert

2002; Hogdson 2001), let us just emphasize that Talcott Parsons was instrumental in

spreading an a-historical reading of Max Weber’s work and in masking, as it were, the

‘embeddedness’ of Weber in the German Historical School and its debates. Parsons

chose to underscore the importance of general theory and to dismiss at the same time

the question of historical specificity. In so doing, he ‘(broke) without acknowledge-

ment from the letter and spirit of Weber’s work’ (Hogdson 2001: 195; see also Zaret

1980: 1193). Parsons had early on been strongly influenced by prominent ‘old institu-

tionalists’ at Amherst College. He went on to get a doctoral dissertation in Germany

and was there in contact with and inspired by the German Historical School. By the

early 1930s, though, when he had moved to Harvard, Parsons had evolved in a striking

way. He was then violently rejecting both institutionalism and historicism (Parsons

1976). He kept Max Weber but he erased as much as possible, from his reading of

Weber and from his own work, any reference and connection to historicism. There

were two main objections Parsons had with regard to historicism and old institution-

alism. First, he objected to the fact that ‘in the name of generalized radical empiricism,

(institutionalism) denied the legitimacy of analytical abstraction’. Second, he claimed

that institutionalism ‘neglected cultural-normative factors’ (Parsons 1976: 178). The

presentation, in the previous section, of ‘old institutionalism’ clearly shows that those

objections had little ground but Parsons’s fight against historicism and institutionalism

was certainly consequential!

In the end, it is ironic that Max Weber’s thought had such an influence both on old

institutionalism and on one of its most fervent critics! If anything, it shows the breadth of

Weber’s thought and hence itsmalleability. After the SecondWorldWar, therewere in any

case different paths for students to accessWeber’s thought. And thepath thatwas followed

wasobviouslynotwithout consequences for the readingofWeber that ensued.Remaining

at a broad strokes level, we can see the influence of the history of ideas sketched above and

of its different stages on the diversity of contemporary sociological neo-institutionalism.

On the one hand, the different variants of sociological neo-institutionalism all claim to be

heirs toWeberianism (Powell andDiMaggio 1991; Tempel andWalgenbach 2007). On the

other hand, those different variants clearly emphasize different dimensions of Weber’s

thought. I only point here to two strikingly different and consequential readings of

Weber—a ‘West Coast’ reading and an ‘East Coast/European’ one.

The ‘West Coast’ label is in reference to the role of California—particularly

Stanford—as a ‘hub’ for this variant of neo-institutionalism (e.g. Meyer and Rowan

1977). This particular variant has combinedMaxWeber’s insight that social activity was

shrouded in webs of significance with his claim that social action and change were

constrained by a system having inherent dynamics of its own and leading, in an

unavoidable manner, towards increasing rationalization. This is a Durkheimian and

even Parsonian reading of Weber, I propose, with a strong evacuation of action and
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conflict. It emphasizes the notion of order and stabilization (if not stability), the

structuring power of culture and norms and the overpowering strength of a collective

human and in a sense ‘global’ Geist. This reading completely de-emphasizes the role of

individuals (and hence Weber’s particular form of methodological individualism),

history and its accidents or contingencies, as well as notions of disorder, conflict, or

power.

The ‘East Coast’ label, in turn, is in reference to a post-Parsonian ‘Harvard’ school

(e.g. Skocpol 1979). This East Coast sociological institutionalism happens to be com-

patible with historical institutionalism in political science (Thelen and Steinmo 1992;

Hall and Soskice 2001) and with aWest European tradition of political and sociological

economy (Whitley 1999; Maurice and Sorge 2000; Streeck and Yamamura 2001; Morgan

et al. 2001). To put it simply, this variant of neo-institutionalism has not forgotten the

embeddedness ofMaxWeber’s thought in the GermanHistorical School. The notion of

historical specificity remains present. However, this notion is often coupled with and

sometimes even diluted into a notion of geographical specificity—with the nation-state

as a key unit. The state or the national polity are instrumental in shaping and reprodu-

cing institutional frames. Some contributions have underscored the role of conflict and

disorder—often by pushing a little bit of Marx onWeber (e.g. Skocpol 1979; Evans et al.

1985; Steinmo et al. 1992)! Others have pointed to the possibility to reconcile the

structuring power of institutions with a space for individual agency and conflictual

encounters (Djelic 1998; Beckert 1999; Djelic 2004). On the whole, though, most

contributions under this label have tended, until recently, to emphasize order and

stability rather than change and disorder, collective determinism rather than individual

action. This variant of neo-institutionalism has avoided falling into the trap of a

universal/universalizingGeist only to claim themultiplicity, the great resilience through

time but also the nearly deterministic power of different national structural (in a few

cases cultural) frames (Dobbin 1994; Guillèn 1994; Whitley 1999; Hall and Soskice 2001).

EXPLORING KEY DEBATES—COHERENCE

OR DIVERSITY?
................................................................................................................

After this rapid discussion of intellectual foundations, let us turn now to contempo-

rary debates. Once again, it is impossible to be exhaustive. Hence, I focus only on

certain debates—particularly lively and central today. I explore in turn discussions

around the definition of institutions, the double issue of change and emergence, and

the question of action and agency. The objective in what follows is simply to point to

key arguments and developments. A background puzzle is whether those develop-

ments suggest a degree of coherence or else irreconcilable diversity across variants of

institutionalism.
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What are institutions? Exploring definitions

Douglas North and other neo-institutional economists define institutions as (ratio-

nal) ‘rules of the game in a society’ or ‘more formally the humanly devised con-

straints that shape human interaction’ (North 1990: 3; North 2005: 48). Shepsle and

other political scientists see institutions as ‘ex ante agreements about a structure of

cooperation’ that ‘economize on transaction costs, reduce opportunism and other

forms of agency “slippage” and thereby enhance the prospects of gains through

cooperation’ (Shepsle 1986: 74). This rational choice variant of neo-institutionalism

has a tendency to propose, in the end, that existing institutional frames are efficient

and reflect rationality. This is expected to impact directly upon organizational and

behavioural solutions.

In Philip Selznick’s words, ‘to institutionalize means to infuse with values’ (Selz-

nick 1957: 16–17). An institution is hence an organization that has moved from being

an instrument to becoming a meaningful community. For Veblen, institutions

referred to ‘widely prevalent habits of thought in a given community such that

they are analogous to cultural themes or a Weltanschaung’ (Weed 1981: 72). For

Meyer and Rowan, institutions are broad abstractions, ‘wide cultural and symbolic

patterns’, ‘rationalized and impersonal prescriptions’, powerful ‘rational myths’ that

infuse and diffuse in the organizational world (Meyer and Rowan 1977). Those

cultural patterns, furthermore, are becoming increasingly homogeneous and ratio-

nalized the world over, suggesting in turn a process of organizational and behavioural

isomorphism.

Historical neo-institutionalists, in sociology and in political science, conceive of

institutions as essentially structural frames, organizational solutions, and formal

rules or systems. They insist upon the particular significance of states and national

boundaries for the structuration, stabilization, and reproduction of those institu-

tional frames (e.g. Whitley 1999; Hall and Soskice 2001; Morgan et al. 2005; Streeck

and Thelen 2005). Historical neo-institutionalism tends to underscore entrenched

and path-dependent differentiation (mostly across national boundaries). National

institutional environments are historical constructs, the crystallized sediments of a

past national history. They generate deep-rooted systemic and behavioural inertia.

This rich diversity of definitions reveals important fault lines within the broad

institutionalist family. Those fault lines have generated intense discussion through

time and they help account for diversity across variants of institutionalism. Firstly,

are we talking about only formal rules or do we include also informal conventions

when we talk of institutions? Secondly, and relatedly, are institutions ‘material’

objects—laws and codes, systems of coordination, organizational arrangements,

technologies and routines—or are they instead cognitive scripts and cultural pat-

terns? Thirdly, are institutions locally and territorially bounded constraints or else are

they broad and virtual patterns without boundaries? Fourthly, are institutions

external to the actors, pre-existing constraints for human action or else the products

of human design and action? Fifthly, are institutions rational and efficient or else do

they reflect the irrationality of historical accidents? Finally, are institutions the ‘rules
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of the game’ or do the rules of the game become institutions only if and when they

are acted out?

Looking at more recent contributions, it would seem that a form of compromise if

not a common position is emerging, including across disciplines. For some time

now, Richard Scott has proposed a definition of institutions that clearly goes well

beyond some of the disagreements identified above. “Institutions are comprised of

regulative, normative and cultural-cognitive elements that, together with associated

activities and resources, provide stability andmeaning to social life” (Scott 1995; Scott

2008: 48).

Djelic and Quack (2003: 18) work from a definition of institutions as having

‘both a structural dimension, including formal and informal rules and systems and

an ideational dimension, including normative and cognitive patterns’. Recent

contributions in institutional economics come very close. According to Avner

Greif, ‘an institution is a system of rules, beliefs, norms and organizations that

together generate a regularity of (social) behaviour’ (Greif 2006: 30). A coherent

discourse is shaping around a definition of institutions as ‘rules of the game

providing stability and meaning’ but with a multidimensional conception of the

nature of rules of the game (Hall and Taylor 1996; Djelic and Quack 2003; Greif

2006). The latter are formal and informal, material and cognitive, organizational

and cultural and the combination of these dimensions will vary through time and

space. Contemporary contributions also often come to acknowledge the increasing

role of broad, decontextualized and uprooted institutional patterns (Djelic and

Quack 2003; Djelic and Sahlin-Andersson 2006; Scott 2008; Greenwood et al. 2008).

Those, however, only become of real significance if they get anchored into localized

territories, if they get appropriated by real actors and are in the process acted out,

endogenized, and indigenized. In other words, floating ideas are potential institu-

tions. They won’t be real ones, though, in any concrete sense before they are acted

upon and turned into ‘rules of the game providing stability and meaning’. Institu-

tions, ultimately, should be understood as the sum of (abstract and formal) rules of

the game and of the ways in which those rules are concretely acted upon and played

out. Finally, there is an emerging consensus around a picture of institutions as

being at the very same time products of human action and powerful constraints on

actors. Institutions reflect the historical aggregation of multiple human actions.

Still, at any single point in time, they also frame and constrain individual agency.

Institutions are the products of human action. But they are complex products built

through time and through a long succession of processes that includes unantici-

pated developments. Institutions do not reveal nor embody efficient and rational

design—at least not necessarily. At any point in time, furthermore, institutions are

external ‘facts’, ‘objects’ that structure and constrain individuals and their projects.

This emergent coherence undeniably echoes a complete reading of Max Weber’s

methodological individualism as presented above (Weber 1978: 13–14). Interesting-

ly, it also opens the door for a theoretical reconciliation of institutional constraints

and human agency.
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Change and emergence

In the 1970s, the revival of the institutionalist argument initially came together with a

focus on the constraining and resilient character of institutions. In the words of

Clemens and Cook (1999: 441)

Institutions endure. As a reaction against methodological individualism, technological deter-

minism and behavioralist models . . . the resurgence of institutionalist analysis in recent years

has forcefully reminded social scientists of the significance of this relative permanence of a

distinctly social sort.

Across different variants of neo-institutionalism, behaviours and structures were

understood to be deeply embedded and constrained if not fully determined. Institu-

tional persistence and its structural and behavioural impact were core preoccupa-

tions, and this across disciplinary boundaries (Powell and DiMaggio 1991; Djelic and

Quack 2003; Streeck and Thelen 2005; Greenwood et al. 2008).

In the 1990s, calls for a partial reorientation spread fast. Across disciplines, the

problematization of institutional change and emergence was clearly missing. Talking

about rational-choice neo-institutionalism, Avner Greif has argued that the ‘institu-

tions-as-rules approach is limited in analyzing institutional dynamics—that is the

forces leading institutions to change and the influence of past institutions on

subsequent ones’ (Greif 2006: 9–10). Talking about historical institutionalism in

political science, Thelen deplored the predominant emphasis on comparative statics

and the relative underdevelopment of theories of institutional formation and change

(Thelen 1999; see also Streeck and Thelen 2005). This was an issue in fact for all

variants of historical neo-institutionalism, across disciplines (e.g. Clemens and Cook

1999; Quack and Morgan 2000; Sorge 2000; Djelic and Quack 2003; Crouch and

Farell 2004). Cultural neo-institutionalism in its early form also left little room for

the exploration of change and emergence. The double question of the origins and

transformation of ‘rational myths’ or potentially global ‘cultural patterns’ was not at

all on the agenda (Djelic 1998; Djelic and Quack 2003).

If change was considered at all, it was in one of three ways. Some contributions

approached change only to de-emphasize it. Institutional systems were depicted as

coherent—the subsystems being linked to each other through complementarities.

This generated a picture of profound entrenchment and nearly unshakable stability,

including in the face of external shocks. At most, those perspectives pointed to small,

progressive, marginal and non-consequential alterations (Whitley 1999; Zeitlin and

Herrigel 2000; Hall and Soskice 2001). Some of the resilience of institutional systems

has been related to an inherent ‘flexibility for stability’. These are mechanisms and

properties which enable societal systems to adapt and readjust to changes in their

environment without breaking with the overall system logic (Burns and Flam 1987;

Offe 1995; Pempel 1998; Quack and Morgan 2000). Other contributions acknowl-

edged the possibility of institutional change but essentially as a dramatic and

rupture-like process, often implying a major crisis (Westney 1987; Djelic 1998). This

has meant a picture of punctuated equilibria—a Kuhnian-type succession between
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periods of stability and moments of paradigm shift (Kuhn 1962; Krasner 1983).

Finally, a third group of contributions pointed to a long-term evolutionary process

and a progressive building up of a ‘world-society’ carrying standardized and ratio-

nalized cultural and normative patterns. Beyond the evolutionary trajectory, though,

there was little specification in that approach of the concrete ways in which this

global frame was building up, stabilized, or changed.

Recent contributions tend to question the simplistic alternative between no

change and radical rupture. They are also wary of an understanding of change as

predetermined evolution (Campbell and Pedersen 1996; Campbell 2004; Djelic and

Quack 2003; Garud and Karn�e 2001; Sorge 2005; Streeck and Thelen 2005; Greif

2006; Djelic and Quack 2007; Schneiberg 2007). A form of compromise and coher-

ence, here again, seems to emerge across disciplines. This compromise is defined by

the possibility of ‘incremental change with transformative results’ (Streeck and

Thelen 2005) or ‘gradual but consequential change’ (Djelic and Quack 2003). This

understanding of change moves away from the model of punctuated equilibrium and

points instead to the cumulative effects of ongoing and often subtle changes (Djelic

and Quack 2007).

A number of mechanisms open up the possibility for change, including from

within the institutional system itself. Campbell and Perdersen (1996: 207) find that

‘revolutionary change’ in post-communist societies often ‘embodied significant

evolutionary qualities’. Stark (1992) suggests that institutional transformations ‘are

more likely to entail processes of complex reconfigurations of institutional elements

rather than their immediate replacement’ (Padgett 2001 makes a parallel argument

for organizational genesis). Johnson (2001) proposes the concept of ‘path contingen-

cy’ to reconcile the possibility of ‘choice and chance’ and the importance of ‘past

paths and institutional legacies’ (Johnson 2001: 255). Both Stark (1992) and Johnson

(2001) underscore the time dimension of institutional transformation and the

importance of sequencing and cumulative stages. Certain studies suggest the impor-

tance of interpretation as a mechanism opening up the possibility for change.

Fligstein (1990) for example, looks at the role of courts and court interpretation,

Garud and Karnoe (2001) consider the ‘mindful deviation’ associated with entrepre-

neurs, and Campbell (2004) explores the role of ideas in institutional transformation.

Other contributions point to the importance of the ‘diffusion’ of institutions and

institutional elements and to associated processes of translation, adaptation, hybri-

dization (Westney 1996; Djelic 1998; Jacoby 2000). Thelen (2003) talks of institutional

conversion. Existing institutional frames are redirected to new purposes and in a

sense ‘revisited’. She identifies ‘layering’ as another mechanism where new institu-

tional arrangements are ‘layered’ upon pre-existing ones. Crouch and Farrell (2004)

or Schneiberg (2007) emphasize the fact that a multiplicity of institutional reper-

toires, including contradictory ones, can coexist in a particular institutional space. At

any point in time, some may be active and others dormant but subtle external or

internal pressures may lead to a rebalancing. Greif (2006: 16) also suggests to go

beyond (without forgetting them though) exogenous shocks to understand institu-

tional change. He calls for a perspective treating institutional dynamics as a historical
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process and integrating a focus on endogenous micro-mechanisms. ‘Institutions’, he

argues ‘can remain stable in a changing environment and can change in the absence

of environmental change while past institutions can influence the details of

subsequent ones’. (Greif 2006: 16).

Action and agency

A closely related debate is that of action and agency. The question of change also begs

the question of human action and intervention. Neo-institutionalist arguments

have tended to hesitate there between two perspectives. On the one hand, we find a

‘post-Hegelian or Durkheimian temptation’. Institutions—as structure or culture—

transcend individuals and represent pre-existing legacies that significantly constrain, if

not determine, behaviours and patterns of action or organization. On the other hand,

we find the ‘agency temptation’. From that perspective, institutions are human con-

structions and the direct consequence of human agency and intervention. As such, they

reveal and express the needs and interests of individuals. Those two temptations have

had a different place and role across variants of neo-institutionalism.

Rational-choice variants of neo-institutionalism, whether in economics or politi-

cal science have interestingly explored both temptations at the same time. The key

here is a distinction between rule-takers and rule-makers. When it comes to rule-

takers, rational-choice neo-institutionalists leave very little space to agency, empha-

sizing instead the determinant weight of institutional constraints. Rule-takers face

institutions very much as external and powerful sets of constraints (North 2000: 13).

In the meantime, rational-choice neo-institutionalism interprets institutions as

‘humanly devised’ rules of the game that reflect and reveal human agency, intention-

ality, and rationality (North and Thomas 1973; Williamson 1975; Levi 1989; Milgrom

et al. 1990). In general, rational-choice neo-institutionalists have kept in their

theoretical frameworks the assumption of actor rationality. In contrast to main-

stream economics, though, rational-choice neo-institutionalists acknowledge the

bounded nature of rationality and point also to the fact that, in any given situation,

rationality combines with pre-existing institutional conditions thus leading to

context-specific decisions and solutions.While the hypothesis of rationality is used

more cautiously than in mainstream economics, it still structures the argument. This

hypothesis has the marked disadvantage of significantly limiting the types of beha-

viours and motives that can be picked up through such theoretical frameworks.

Although the actor does appear, he/she never appears in her full complexity. In turn,

this has naturally reflected negatively on the explanatory power of rational-choice

neo-institutionalist arguments, particularly in contexts where ‘non-rational’ types of

behaviours and motives play a significant role. The sense that the territory for this

type of behaviour may be much broader than initially thought has furthermore

significantly increased in recent years. In partial reaction, some recent developments

in rational-choice neo-institutionalism are receiving today considerable attention

(North 2005; Greif 2006). What we see is an attempt at ‘re-incorporating the old
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institutionalism’s assertions’ not only ‘about limited rationality’ but also about

‘cognition’ and the role played by institutions in shaping cognition (Greif 2006: 11).

According to Greif, ‘institutions provide the cognitive, coordinative, informational

and normative micro-foundations of behaviour’, while they at the very same time

‘reflect the actions of the interacting agents’ (Greif 2006: 384). So agency is thinkable

both with respect to rule-making and rule-taking. In both kinds of situations,

though, we are talking about an embedded form of agency where ‘past institutional

elements provide opportunities as well as constraints in the process of institutional

change that able coordinators take advantage of ’ (Greif 2006: 201). This undeniably

resonates with the old institutionalists’ attempt at reconciling a theory of institu-

tional constraints and a theory of action. It also brings to mind, obviously, the

complete reading of Max Weber’s methodological individualism where the inten-

tional individual is the ultimate causal agent behind socio-economic phenomena,

but an agent highly structured and constrained by institutional frames (Weber 1978:

13–14).

Historical and cultural variants of neo-institutionalism have tended to err, at least

during the first period of their development, on the side of structural constraint and

determinism. Let us remember that those perspectives often emerged, in the different

disciplines, in reaction to the predominance of behavioural perspectives, of actor-

and rationality-centred theories (Thelen and Steinmo 1992). In contrast, they chose

to focus on the constraining, if not determining, power of institutional frames. This

does not necessarily imply an incompatibility with a theory of action. But as it turns

out, most of those perspectives came to maturity with only limited consideration for

the question of agency. Historical institutionalism has underscored the path-depen-

dent nature of institutional frames and an ‘iron cage’-like structuring impact.

Cultural institutionalism points to the inescapable framing weight of institutions

understood as ‘wide cultural and symbolic patterns’. ‘What actors do’, in the words of

key proponents of this theoretical perspective, ‘is inherent in the social definition of

the actor himself. The particular types of actors perceived by self and others and the

specific forms their activity takes reflect institutionalized rules of great generality and

scope’ (Meyer, Boli and Thomas 1994: 18). So actorhood and agency are not in

principle unthinkable but they are necessarily of the ‘soft’ kind; we should never

forget their deep embeddedness (Meyer 1996).

Towards the end of the 1980s, this disregard for agency was increasingly identi-

fied as a weakness—together with the lack of preoccupation for change. Calls for

the integration of a theory of agency then flourished (DiMaggio 1988; DiMaggio

and Powell 1991; Scott 1995; Fligstein and Mara-Drita 1996; Beckert 1999; Clemens

and Cook 1999). There were initially two main paths for this integration. A first

path was to acknowledge that the institutional constraints human beings were

embedded in were not simple, homogeneous, or coherent systems. Rather, the

complexity, heterogeneity, and partial incoherence of institutional frames allowed

individuals to use them as enabling bits and pieces, as toolkits. Individual and

collective actors could creatively recombine the various institutional elements at

their disposal to devise new or rather partially reinvented solutions to their
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problems (Sewell 1992; Campbell 1997; Beckert 1999; Clemens and Cook 1999; Djelic

and Quack 2003; Streeck and Thelen 2005). They could also pick and choose

alternative solutions that lay around in a complex, multi-layered, institutional

landscape. Plowing through institutional sediments, they could potentially revive

in the process previously discarded solutions (Schneiberg 2007). A second path

went through the introduction of the concept of institutional entrepreneurship.

When actors have a strong interest in a particular institutional arrangement or

solution and manage to mobilize and use resources to push for this solution, then

we have, according to DiMaggio, ‘institutional entrepreneurs’ (DiMaggio 1988).

There was a danger, though, with this particular path. One could easily fall into the

juxtaposition of a theory of (external) institutional constraints with a theory of

(rational) action and strategic resource mobilization. So the path could lead either

to something very much like the early version of rational-choice neo-institutional-

ism and its limits as underscored above or else to a profoundly schizophrenic

construct.

The conception of institutions as deeply constitutive of actors, their expectations

and their interests, is difficult to reconcile ontologically speaking with a conception

of strategic, disembedded, and merely resource-based agency. Initially, this contra-

diction was recognized only by a small number of scholars (e.g. Beckert 1999: 781).

The concept of ‘institutional entrepreneurship’ hence flourished in the literature and

generated a fair amount of empirical and some theoretical work (Garud et al. 2002;

Maguire et al. 2004; Greenwood and Suddaby 2006; Levy and Scully 2007; Garud

et al. 2007, for a review see Hardy andMaguire 2008). Most of the time, it was used in

a manner that is deeply incompatible with an institutionalist perspective. This has led

recently to calls for reconsideration (Djelic and Sahlin-Andersson 2006; Schneiberg

and Clemens 2006). In a recent contribution, Greenwood, Oliver, Sahlin, and

Suddaby express this clearly:

A critical contribution of institutional analysis is its recognition that actors are not motivated

solely by self-interest. Yet, at times, studies that analyze the strategies used by actors/entre-

preneurs to achieve institutional change often ignore how and why institutional forces shape

the strategies accepted as appropriate and the choice of strategies made by particular actors.

Unless political processes are explicitly couched within an institutional context, the resultant

story becomes premised upon actors behaving quasi-rationally and knowingly pursuing their

interests. For us, this would be a political or resource dependence account, not an institutional

one. (Greenwood et al. 2008: 31)

There is a possible way out of this contradiction if we build upon a number of

contributions. Firstly, it is important from an institutionalist perspective to reaf-

firm that any form of actorhood is always of the ‘soft’ kind (Djelic and Sahlin-

Andersson 2006; Schneiberg and Clemens 2006). With this concept, Meyer (1996)

emphasized a view of actors—be they organizations, states, or individuals—as

culturally and institutionally embedded and hence both constrained but also

enabled (see also March 1981). This conception of ‘soft actor’ resonates with

Avner Greif ’s strong reminder that agency is always of the embedded kind (Greif
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2006). It is also profoundly compatible with Schumpeter’s understanding of entre-

preneurship as difficult to recognize as such ex ante, as historically and institution-

ally bounded and located, as partly an exercise in bricolage and recombination

(Schumpeter 1947; 1949; Jones and Wadhwani 2006). Secondly, we have by now a

rich empirical and theoretical literature pointing to the great (and possibly increas-

ing) heterogeneity of institutional resources (Clemens and Cook 1999; Crouch and

Farrell 2004; Thelen 2003; Streeck and Thelen 2005; Djelic and Quack 2003; Morgan

and Kubo 2005; Morgan et al. 2005; Djelic and Sahlin-Andersson 2006; Schneiberg

2007). We should naturally build upon those contributions. Actors are embedded

at the very same time in multiple layers of institutional constraints. Institutional

memories and sediments persist and can be reinvented. Actors move across multi-

ple kinds of boundaries and cross over many different institutional spheres. This

clearly points to the possibility of bricolage and recombination as significant source

of institutional ‘activity’ (Douglass 1986; Djelic and Quack 2007; Djelic and Quack

2008). Thirdly, some of the insights from the literatures on social networks and

social movement may be useful to escape the ‘hero’ imagery that is both too

simplistic and inadequate when we talk about institutional emergence and change

(Padgett and Ansell 1993; Schneiberg and Lounsbury 2008). Most of the time, the

emergence of new institutional practices or their transformation ‘result from

spatially dispersed, heterogeneous activity’ (Lounsbury and Crumley 2007).

‘Entrepreneurship’ in other words is often a collective process that implies and

involves multiple actors with different kinds of resources and different patterns of

embeddedness (Kleiner 2003; Djelic 2004; Botzem and Quack 2006; Lounsbury and

Crumley 2007). Fourthly, physical and spatial dispersion and the collective and

aggregative dimension of the process combine with temporal sequencing. Institu-

tional transformations take time; they are long drawn processes with multiple

stages and sequences (Munir and Phillips 2005; Djelic and Ainamo 2005; Botzem

and Quack 2006). This suggests the possibility of a fair amount of decoupling

between the particular, locally-and temporally-bound objectives of certain actors

and longer-term developments. This takes us far away from heroic, strategic, and

interest/rational-based accounts of institutional transformations and brings us

instead much closer to institutional emergence, stories of partial lack of intention-

ality, ‘path generation’ or ‘robust action’ epics. In the words of Padgett and

Ansell, ‘ambiguity and heterogeneity, not planning and self-interest, are the raw

materials of which powerful states and persons are constituted’ (Padgett and Ansell

1993: 1259). This applies well, we suggest, to processes of institutional emergence

and transformation. Finally, the emerging contributions on and around the con-

cept of ‘institutional work’—institutionalization and deinstitutionalization as

combination and aggregation of situated practices—can provide interesting in-

sights (e.g. Lawrence and Suddaby 2006). There is a risk, though, here again of a

‘return to the rational actor model’ and the main contributors to this perspective

underscore the importance of not falling into the trap (Lawrence and Suddaby

2006: 219).
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CONCLUSIONS
................................................................................................................

The paths explored in this chapter point to a highly vibrant and dynamic literature

indeed. The first section has highlighted insights and debates that have historically

been common, beyond and behind the multiplication and often the increasing

estrangement of different variants of institutionalism across as well as within dis-

ciplines. The following section turned to contemporary discussions on a number of

key issues. Neo-institutionalists of all kinds and stripes are today grappling with the

definition of institutions, with issues of change and emergence, and with the chal-

lenge of agency. At a superficial level, we see a flurry of contributions and an apparent

tower of Babel. When we enter more systematically into the debates, though, we find

a fair amount of coherence. We cannot talk about convergence but certainly about

the possible emergence of a coherent compromise that spans different variants of

institutionalism. Interestingly, this emerging compromise—across disciplines—

brings us closer to some of the key insights associated with an earlier ‘old institu-

tionalism’ in American social science.

With respect to the definition of institutions, the emerging compromise has three

main dimensions. Firstly, if institutions are understood as ‘rules of the game

providing stability and meaning’, the associated conception of the nature of those

rules is multidimensional. Rules can be formal or informal, external structures or

cognitive and cultural frames and the combination will vary through time and space.

Secondly, there is an increasingly widespread conception that there is no institution

without some degree of appropriation, rooting, and stabilization. Institutions, ulti-

mately, are the sum of rules of the game and of the ways in which those rules are

concretely played out. Thirdly, institutions are increasingly understood as, at the

same time, reflecting the historical aggregation of multiple human actions and still as

framing, at any single point in time, an external constraint to individual agency.

Institutions are the products of human action. But they are complex products built

through time and aggregate processes with partly unanticipated developments.

With respect to institutional change, the emerging compromise points to process-

es at the same time gradual and consequential. Recent contributions move away from

the simplistic alternative between rare and radical, rupture-like, change on the one

hand and powerful path dependencies implying little if no change on the other. They

point instead to incremental change with transformative results. The model of

change that emerges across variants of neo-institutionalism moves away from the

model of punctuated equilibrium and points instead to the cumulative effects of

ongoing and often subtle changes. Mechanisms can be both exogenous and endoge-

nous to the institutional system itself. There is still room, naturally, for external

shocks and pressures but also for more subtle patterns of diffusion, translation, and

interpretation. But endogenous mechanisms also play a significant role. Bricolage

and recombination from and around a broad institutional repertoire can generate

change endogenously. The rediscovery and reinvention of institutional sediments is

also a possibility. Institutional conversion—where given institutional frames are
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redirected to new purposes—is another form of endogenous mechanism. So is

institutional layering—where institutional elements are layered upon pre-existing

institutional arrangements. Micro-mechanisms of engagement with institutional

frames, if they are repeated, aggregated and combined, can ultimately bring about

both deinstitutionalization and reinstitutionalization.

Finally, with respect to agency, the emerging compromise has five main dimen-

sions. Firstly, a theory of agency is compatible with a theory of institutional con-

straints but the associated conception of agency should be a ‘soft’ one. From an

institutionalist perspective, action is always embedded action. Secondly, institutions

are constraints but also resources—and very often a rich and heterogeneous pool of

resources. There is, undeniably, room for agency in the multiplicity and heterogene-

ity of this pool of resources. Thirdly, institutional entrepreneurship is rarely a case of

individual ‘heroism’. Most of the time, it reflects instead a spatially dispersed, multi-

nodal and complex process; institutional entrepreneurship is often of a collective

kind. Fourthly, this process also has an important temporal dimension and institu-

tional transformation has, most of the time, several stages and sequences. Finally, the

type of agency associated with institutional transformation is generally better de-

scribed by terms like ambiguity, unexpected developments, and complex motives

than by an image of self-interested and rational strategic action.

The issues discussed above remain important in contemporary debates. However,

they are not the only frontiers for institutional theory. As a final note to this

conclusion, I would like to just briefly mention three other important areas for

exploration. A first challenge has to do with the interplay between institutions and

transnationalization. Contemporary transnationalization implies processes of dein-

stitutionalization and reinstitutionalization that go across and beyond the level of the

field, or of the industry, or of the nation-state. There is a need for more empirical

work as well as more systematic theoretical reflection on this interplay. In particular,

we may want to explore the development of transnationalization as revealing com-

plex processes of institutional construction and emergence and reflecting in turn in

many different ways upon pre-existing institutional arrangements (Djelic and Sahlin-

Andersson 2006; Djelic and Quack 2008). A second challenge has to do with issues of

power, interests, and hegemony. We need to go beyond benign and neutral depictions

of processes of deinstitutionalization and reinstitutionalization as reflecting a com-

bination of exogenous and endogenous mechanisms. We need to inject in our

readings of those processes a healthy dose of preoccupation for associated power

games. We should not stop there, though. We should also explore patterns of

hegemony building and hegemony contestation. Ultimately, we should probably be

looking further into the complex interplay of hegemony logics and more classical and

‘visible’ resource-and interest-based power games. There lies, I suggest, an important

dimension of contemporary institutional dynamics. A related third challenge, obvi-

ously, is our capacity to reintegrate notions of conflict and disorder into institutional

perspectives. Processes of deinstitutionalization and reinstitutionalization, institu-

tional stabilization, institutional emergence and change all imply as argued above

individuals, engagement, interactions, interpretation, power games, and negotiation.
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All those in turn are bound to generate struggle, disorder, and conflict. Struggle,

disorder, and conflict are intrinsically part, I would argue here, of an institutionalist

perspective of the world. One could even go one step further and argue that this is

precisely what differentiates institutionalism from structural and functionalist the-

ories, or rational action frameworks.
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