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ABSTRACT

In this article we introduce AMR'’s Special TopicrEm on Communication, Cognition and
Institutions. We conceptualize the roots of cogeitilinguistic and communicative theories

of institutions, and outline the promise and patdrdf a stronger communication focus for
institutional theory. In particular, we outlinelaebretical approach that puts communication
at the heart of theories of institutions, instibatal maintenance, and change, and we label this
approach “communicative institutionalism.” We therovide a brief introduction to the set

of articles contained in this forum and describeitimovative theorizing of these articles in

the direction of communicative theories of instaas. Finally, we sketch a research agenda
and further steps and possibilities for theory egskarch integrating communication and

institutions.



Institutions are all around us. Besides the bruggenal “facts” or physical bodies inhabiting
the world of organizations, most of social reaigtylefined by established rules and
conventions that govern collective thoughts, interd and behaviors (e.g., Berger &
Luckman, 1966; Diehl & MacFarland, 2010; Searle99)9 Since the 1970s, this recognition
of the pervasive role of institutions within and@ss organizations has led to a vast and still
growing stream of research in management and argtomn theory. It is arguably an eclectic
stream that consists of studies wedded to variwesrétical traditions and camps — or
“institutionalisms” — ranging from work on institahal myths to logics and institutional
work. At the same time, these studies are partbwbader neo-institutional turn that, in its
entirety, holds a central position within the figifdmanagement and organization theory

today (Davis, 2010; Scott, 2008).

Whilst neo-institutionalism may be a broad churnbha@mpassing various theoretical
traditions, these traditions tend to have a shireds on individual and collective cognition
as an explanation of the macro-level features siftutions (DiMaggio, 1997). This cognitive
focus has largely distinguished the new institudiem from the “old” institutionalism
(Hirsch & Lounsbury, 1997; Selznick, 1996), and bim&e the 1970s led to a considerable
body of work exploring shared thought structures;agnitive representations (labeled as
frames, categories, templates, schemas, mentallspéatgcs, myths, or scripts), that
constitute the legitimate ways of acting sociatlyparticular organizational settings

(Schneiberg & Clemens, 2006).

Much of this body of work has been based on themapsion that identifying such individual
and collective representations gets at the heanistifutional reality where “... the
psychology of mental structures provides a micnmnfitation to the sociology of institutions”

(DiMaggio, 1997: 271). This guiding assumption baen criticized in recent years (e.g.,



Jepperson & Meyer, 2011) for being too atomistitoicus and for relying upon a form of
methodological individualism that considers ingtdos as aggregations of individuals acting
in recognizably similar ways under similar circuargtes, assigning similar kinds of
cognitive meanings and motives to those actions Bealing up” through aggregation from
individuals to macro-level social structures isuaigly a viable heuristic that is commonplace
within neo-institutional theory and research (Thomet al., 2012). Besides its
methodological value, however, this stance can ladsseen as reducing social reality to
individual and collective cognitive categories adnitive dispositions, as “micro-
foundations” that are assumed to explain the emaderas well as change of institutions. The
overly cognitive focus associated with this staacguably brings with it some theoretical
blind spots (Suddaby, 2011) and comes at the erpefrfsiller and more holistic accounts of
the socially constructed nature of institutionsr@@e & Luckman, 1966; Jepperson & Meyer,

2011).

In this STF, we aim to provide a forum for sucleaititive accounts that put social
interaction and communication at the center ofitumsdnal theory and analysis and in doing
so address the strictures of predominantly cognitieories and models. By communication,
we mean social interaction that builds on speeekbtuges, texts, discourses and other means;
thus, we adopt a broad view on communication theabepasses a range of disciplines,
theories and methodological approaches. The mativenbehind this aim is that greater
attention to dynamics of communication has themakto enhance the richness and
explanatory power of our theories and models dftirtgons. However, this potential can, as
we believe the papers collected here demonstralg pe realized through a theoretical and
methodological shift in our focus and analysis.&fpmEally, we suggest here an approach
where speech and other forms of symbolic interastare not just seen as expressions or

reflections of inner thoughts or collective intemis, but as potentially formative of



institutional reality— a point that is generallgognized in other fields (e.g. Heritage, 2004,
Searle, 1995) although this base insight has ridbgen further developed and disseminated

within neo-institutional theory at large.

What this STF sets out to do is to bring together larger strains of research—cognition and
communication—to enrich and advance our understgnafi institutions and of institutional
change in and around organizations. Our goal wassemble a set of papers bringing in
concepts and insights from various theories ofaamgnition, linguistics, discourse,
rhetoric, and media and communication studiesuincall for papers issued in the autumn of
2012, we invited manuscripts that would specificédverage theoretical ideas and insights
related to communication from other areas of th@assciences, and would connect these
ideas in coherent ways with our understanding efcitgnitive basis of institutions. We
illustrated this invitation with topics and resdaguestions we saw as particularly relevant,
including the suggestion of rethinking and remaugkategorization and legitimization
processes from a communication perspective, anlbexg the role of broadcast and social
media in not only transmitting or carrying, butahaping institutional logics and frames.
We also in particular encouraged submissions tleala@vintroduce new constructs or
concepts related to communication into institutidhaory, such as voice, dialogue, and
speech acts, thus going beyond traditions suchesric and discourse that already have

some traction within institutional research.

Our enthusiasm for this topic met with a similathersiasm from researchers in the field,

with sixty papers being submitted that in one wagrmother examined the role of
communication or communication related conceptd stscaudiences, genres, and discourse.
In reading through these papers, we noticed thieegment and potential that is offered by

inserting a stronger emphasis on communicationiimgtitutional theory and analysis. At the



same time, we observed that many of the submisssmaed to focus on more conventional
perspectives in institutional theory rather thaiaducing new communication-related
constructs and models, and potentially alternatieeretical grounds, to advance our
understanding of institutions. Another striking ebstion was the difference between papers
in their assumptions regarding speech and commtimmgajuite a number of papers focused
on how aspects of speech and communicatfiect particular cognitive outcomes or
representations — in a sense, provide a windowtirg@ognitive processes of institutional
maintenance or change — whereas other papers tbondeow speech and communication
areformative, or constitutive, of a particular institution, atimis bring about cognitive

outcomes.

The papers that were selected for inclusion irsffexial issue reflect these emphases, and
thus also the range of work that is currently beiagied out in this area of institutional
research. In order to place these papers in comextirst describe the overall promise and
potential implications of bringing a stronger conmuation focus into institutional theory
and analysis. We then introduce the articles aanl tentral contributions, and we conclude
the paper by sketching a research agenda and sweggesiber of directions for further

theory development and research.

COMMUNICATION, COGNITION, AND INSTITUTIONS:
AN OVERVIEW OF THEORETICAL APPROACHES
Communication as a Conduit
Traditional accounts of institutionalization andtitutional change have back-grounded
communication, or treated it as a black box (Sugda011). The direct consequence of this
neglect has been that when communication is rezednit is largely assumed to operate as a

conduit or channel through which cognitive cont@uoich as information or semantic



meaning) is disseminated and spread across atutisial setting or field (Beckert, 2010;
Thornton et al., 2012). In such a conduit modet@hmunication, cognitive content and
pragmatic intentions of actors are easily transfito other actors in the same setting or
field, with the effectiveness of such transfer lggimimarily mediated by the cognitive

capacity to process information and by the so@al of the actors involved.

An obvious limitation of models built on this “comitl metaphor” (Reddy, 1979) is their
underlying epistemology which considers commun@at or indeed any acts of symbolic
meaning construction—as an uncomplicated processrafing and receiving messages,
where any semantic or pragmatic outcomes are alileagely prefigured and predetermined
by actors initiating the communication. This asstiorpin fact underplays degrees of agency
that both sending and receiving actors may hayeanesses of communication and meaning
construction (Schober & Brennan, 2003) and it fartineats language and cognition as
isomorphic. When language is thus understood aslynemeans to encode, transfer, and
decode cognitive contents between communicatinysat is also assumed to offer a direct
window into individual and collective cognition a®xists in an institutional setting or field

at a particular point in time. Schneiberg and Clesn@006: 211) suggest that the common
measurement strategy among neo-institutional resees has indeed been “to use actors’
discursive output as topics for analysis, thaassgdocumentation of cognitive frames,
principles, or institutional logics”. They critigukis strategy, and the conduit metaphor on
which it rests, by emphasizing that actors may bekimg from different cognitive principles

and schemes than what they communicate in pubtiareay also not “mean what they say’
in the sense that discursive output does not flwacty from cognition” (Schneiberg &

Clemens, 2006, p. 211).



Perfor mative Approachesto Language and I nstitutions

The limitations of the conduit image are to someeioffset by performative approaches to
communication that since the early 2000s have be#eyduced into neo-institutional theory.
These approaches, sometimes brought together thelbel of rhetorical institutionalism
(Green & Li, 2011), include theory and researctiraming (Fiss & Zajac, 2006), tropes
(Etzion & Ferraro, 2010), discourse (Phillips et 2004) and rhetoric (Green, 2004) within
institutional settings and fields. A key assumptidrthese approaches is that any collective
cognition or joint understanding that forms theiddsr institutions is not simply pre-existing
and accessed or shared by individuals but is gcetfonstantlyroduced, or reproduced, in

the use and exchange of language, as a centralfgammmunication (e.g., Phillips et al.,
2004; Green, 2004). More specifically, performatyproaches assume that any cognitive
contents and inferences for institutionally presed actions are produced and realized
through and in the use of language within intecadi(e.g., Green et al., 2009; Phillips et al.,
2004). Language (but conceivably also other symsletpressions such as gestures and
bodily signals) has a performative role in thauige pragmatically affects actors in their
thoughts and behaviors, which also means that Egeyin its use bears the brunt of initiating
broader cognitive change at the level of an instihal field. Studies of the role of rhetoric
and discourse in the context of institutions foample focus on the structure and
characteristics of the language being used (suckréain keywords, idioms or rhetorical
arguments) by actors, as ways of (re)producingtirigins, and explore how linguistic
choices or alterations to a linguistic repertoir@ynm turn initiate processes of institutional

change (e.g., Green & Li, 2011; Jones et al., 20Mdyuire et al., 1994).

The advantage of these performative approachéstisdompared to a strict conduit model,
they consider language not as a neutral, exterimalow into cognition, but as performative

and thus as to a greater or lesser extent formatittee cognitive basis of institutions, as well



as of any changes to such institutions. As su@selraditions accord a much more central
role to all forms of discourse, including rhetofi@ming, messages, vocabularies and
narratives within neo-institutional theory and as&. Some of these approaches such as the
work drawing from framing and new rhetoric grantdegree of agency to individual actors
and tends to have a situated focus on the way iohathe use of certain words or phrases, as
alternative framings, may trigger or initiate breadognitive change within an institutional
setting or field (e.g., Green et al., 2009; Rhekigs, 2014). Other approaches such as
Foucauldian or critical discourse analysis howearsider the formative role and effect of
language as strong and almost all-encompassingmasg that broader discourses or
rhetorical vocabularies “bear down” on individuat@s, have a hold over them (in a
Foucauldian sense even “work through them”) andbing so reproduce and thus maintain

institutions (e.g., Phillips et al., 2004).

These various performative traditions thus diffethieir epistemological assumptions, but
they nonetheless share the broader assumptiofatitatage use, akin to a physical force
(Talmy, 2000), may produce or engender cognitiaetions. The pragmatic force of
language then is its capacity to effectuate cogmithange, with the choice of certain words
(such as slogans, metaphors, and idioms) and graoatar stylistic features having a direct
impact on individuals and groups within an instangl setting or field. Not surprisingly,
therefore, performative approaches often tendaid ahalyses with a focus on certain actors,
as “speakers,” in key discursive positions andyaeathe characteristics of their language
use, given that their language has a direct impact,greater or lesser extent, on other actors,
as “listeners”. The basic point here is that thesdormative approaches tend to be
asymmetrical in that they effectively start witle hragmatic aspect of speakers’ intentions
but largely neglects listeners as active agents, avh instead cast as a speaker-in-waiting

whose basic role is to respond (or not) to a spéakeetoric or discourse (Bavelas, Coates,



& Johnson, 2000). This also implies that the interg and acts of a speaker are usually
privileged over those of the listener or recipiest,opposed to seeing their communicasi®n

ajoint activity.

Sweetser (1990) explains this asymmetrical emplgsssiggesting that performative
approaches such as speech act theory, rhetoridiscwlrse theory still hark back to a basic
conduit or transfer model of communication (see &sarle, 1969). That is, a speech act,
rhetorical argument, or discursive utterance isiiaesl to ‘transfer’ discursive objects from a
speaker to a listener, in order to create its f¢see, for example, Quinn & Dutton, 2005). As
Sweetser (1990: 20) says: “Speech acts are meiaplptreated as exchange or transfer of
objects from one interlocutor to the other; theealg are linguistic forms, which are
containers for meaning. This object-exchange metafan speech exchange has been

analyzed under the name of the ‘conduit metapheddy, 1979)".

That performative approaches maintain the prenfisebasic conduit model as an image of
communication is perhaps not that surprising. Iddé®e main focus of performative
approaches is on language as a “force” (Sweet860; Traugott, 1991; Traugott & Dasher,
2005) directly shaping cognitive outcomes in “ottretors across an institutional setting or
field, rather than a broader focus on episodevents of communication, including
characteristics of the communicating actors, thdiangsed to carry messages, and the way in
which actors adapt and respond to each other asfpdeir interaction (Ashcraft et al., 2009;
Steinberg, 1998). This notion of language as acdbmay align well with the notion of
institutional settings and fields harboring fortleat condition and constrain actors in their
thoughts and behaviors (e.g., Powell & DiMaggio83P Yet, it at the same time
presupposes a rather linear form of causality @Giark, 1996) around the “net-effects”

realized by a competition between rhetorical votadoes or discourses in a field (Fiss &

10



Delbridge, 2013) as opposed to theorizing more dexnjprms of causality associated with

institutional maintenance and change.

Communication as Constitutive of I nstitutions

These points bring us to a third approach to comaation and cognition in the context of
institutions. We label this approach “communicaiivitutionalism” as it draws on an image
of communication as a joint activity, within whitloth speakers and addressees co-produce,
moment-by-moment, an understanding of their saeiationship and joint understanding
(cf., Tuomela, 2002). In this view, then, commutimais seen as “the ongoing, dynamic,
interactive process of manipulating symbols towaedcreation, maintenance, destruction,
and/or transformation of meanings, which are axiabtperipheral—to organizational
existence and organizing phenomena” (Ashcraft.e@09: 22). Put differently,
communication is a process through which collectbrens such as institutions are
constructed in and through interaction, instealdedfig merely a conduit for enacting
discourses (Ashcraft & Mumby, 2004). Echoing Deveeil916/1944) famous statement, the
premise here is that collective forms such as &gaiot only continues to exiby
transmissionby communication, but it may fairly be said to existransmissionin

communication” (p. 4, quoted by Cooren et al., 2A1160; italics in the original).

In this sense, communication, in the form of cambuns interactions at multiple levels and
with multiple potential outcomes, is seen to cdogdiinstitutions. This view does not negate
the performative character of language, which i&at crucial for exploring the constitutive
nature of communication (Cooren et al., 2011). 8lmes it argue that institutions are not
manifested in communication (Lammers, 2011; Lans@eBarbour, 2006). Instead, it
emphasizes that “any performance is as much treupt@f the agent that/who is deemed
performing it as the product of the people whorattand interpret / respond to such

performance—analysts included... [and thus] any perémce will never be reducible to the

11



way it was intended or meant by its producer"(Coaeal. 2011: 1152). In other words, the
joint cognitive understandings and meanings thatrge(in ongoing fashion) from
communication are unlikely to be isomorphic witle tiriginal intentions of the multiple
participants engaged in it. Ambiguity, indetermipna@nd heterogeneity across actors are to
be expected (Seo & Creed, 2002), which in turn estgga more complex set of interactions
and ensuing institutional outcomes than is oftevigiled by more linear accounts around

hegemonic discourses, effective rhetoric, andtunstnal entrepreneurs.

Institutions, as common cognitive understandingsjmportantly also an emergent effect, or
outcome, of ongoing processes of communication éatvdiverse actors. Rather than casting
institutions as entities at a different level ofbysis and divorced from acts and practices of
discourse and communication, we advocate for gppetive that accounts for the
communicative constitution, maintenance, and t@nsétion of institutions. This latter

point may be the most radical for neo-institutiopetholars, as it seems to go against the
common tendency to oppose structure and actiomewtdo and micro levels of analysis.
Yet, the key suggestion is not to do away with ¢hdgalisms, but to recognize the
fundamental importance of communication, which neggutheory and analysis that are, as
Fairhurst and Putnam (2004: 6) put it, "groundeddtion” and thus “inhabited” (Hallett,
2010) in the first place. Institutions, in othernds, are performed and negotiated onténea
firma of local, situated interactions (Zietsma & Lawren2010; Bechky, 2011; Lawrence et
al., 2011). The resulting emergent outcomes —mgef maintaining or changing an
institution — may be confined to a specific seindéracting actors, but may also spread and
be more widely shared across a group of actoroegahizations in an institutional field
(Durand & Jourdan, 2012; Kennedy & Fiss, 2014; Leestein et al., 2012). Importantly,

such spread and diffusion is itself contingent ommunication.
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This interactive model of communication has nothy@tn fully explored in the context of
institutions. There are some early papers thast@mting to study and analyze institutions
from this perspective (e.g. Ansari et al., 2013gWwenstein et al., 2012). For instance,
McPherson and Sauder (2013) examine institutiagats in the context of negotiations in
drug courts. These authors conceptualize logicsganizing principles, figures of speech,
and arguments that are employed in interactiongtferground” that allow various actors to
coordinate and manage their work and to reach osasan an institutionally complex
environment. In shifting from a conduit to an irstetive model of communication, they in

turn argue that

"in order to fully comprehend institutional mainégrte and change, organizational
scholars must pay careful attention to the wayshith institutions are negotiated,
interpreted and enacted by individuatsthey interact. Thus it is through dynamic
local processes that institutional logics are &tgcto organizational activity in
symbolic and substantive ways as actmrsstitute and shape their meaning and

relevance" (McPherson & Sauder, 2013: 168; emplaakied).

This interactive model puts communication at theteeof institutional theory and analysis.

It accords a constitutive role to communicationit s primarily in and through
communication that institutions exist and are penked and given shape. The metaphor of
constitution suggests that in and through inteoac¢tactors themselves construct a common
base of understanding regulating their thoughtshetdviors. Such understanding may be
contingent on prior interactions and may make dsevailable communal conventions, but
may also be affected by the dynamics of the intemadtself (McPherson & Sauder, 2013).
This view of a communicative institutionalism holde believe great promise. In Table 1, we
summarize the core tenets of this perspective aldaghe other two main institutional

approaches and their conceptualization of comnatioic.
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PAPERSIN THE SPECIAL TOPIC FORUM

Against the background of our discussion of commation and cognition, we now turn to
the five papers contained in this Special TopiaiRarin our view, each of these papers has
important implications for advancing a communicatperspective on institutions, and
pushes our thinking about institutions forwardrmportant ways. Table 2 below presents a
brief summary of each paper, describing its prinpampose, level of analysis, theoretical
base and implications for research. Three of thapers focus on the role of discourse and
communication in the maintenance and change atutisns at large, whereas two papers
focus more specifically on institutional processesh as the legitimization or abandonment
of practices. In some of these papers, existingrthen discourse and rhetoric is extended
and elaborated into novel theoretical argumentsexipthnations. In other papers, new ideas
and theories are brought in from adjacent fieldslisas psycholinguistics and
communication theory) that suggest promising neediof theorizing and research. All five
papers, however, bring novel theoretical perspestie bear upon familiar problems and
guestions within institutional theory and pres@stable models and propositions that can be

directly extended into empirical research.

The first study sets the overall agenda for theispé&opic forum by explicitly searching for

processes of communication that constitute theslzdgnacro-institutional logics. Ocasio,
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Loewenstein and Nigam (2015) begin their paperdiing that whilst communication in
particular contexts has typically been considerethstantiating or reproducing institutional
logics, the reverse argument, that communicatiorstiites logics, holds great potential for
advancing our understanding of the durability anange of logics. Yet, as they argue, with a
few exceptions (e.g., Sauder & McPherson, 2018),dlusal link has only been theorized in
a limited way. Rooting their arguments in a reaisistemology, their propositions connect
communication processes with the structuring effacid causal powers of institutional
logics and practices. More precisely, they forae@lnd elaborate theory on how specific
processes of communication— coordinating, sensegjvtranslating and theorizing—
demarcate cognitive categories of understanding,ihdividuals form collective bonds or
relationships around those categories, and linkelvategories to specific practices and
experiences. In this way, these processes comstitatvery basis of how cognitive categories
become culturally shared and conventional in aiqadar institutional setting. Ocasio,
Loewenstein and Nigam (2015) assume in turn trattdmmunicative constitution of such
categories is central to the establishment of comwozabularies of practice (with words and
idioms systematically referencing those categorassyell as broader institutional logics, or
value sets and behaviors that are seen to govactiges in a particular setting. These
theoretical ideas and arguments offer a numbeirettdopportunities for further research.
Not only can the propositions that they offer onheaf the communication processes be
directly tested, but further research may also rhtbgiedifferent forms of communication
together to explore the tipping points that congitransitions in institutional categories,

vocabularies and logics.

Bitektine and Haack also present a multi-level niaé¢ailing the behavioral and cognitive
factors affecting legitimacy judgments at both @nmmiindividual and macro-societal level of

analysis. They draw on research in behavioral detimaking and public opinion research to

15



tease out the cognitive conditions and pressusscaded with legitimacy judgments at both
levels. These authors argue that commonly acceatebithus institutionalized, legitimacy
judgments are characterized by applying normsategenerally seen to be valid, whereas
individual level judgments involve assessments ledtsorms are appropriate in a particular
context of action. Institutional maintenance andrae involve accordingly processes and
feedback loops between these cognitive disposifiohiselieving norms are generally valid
and/or appropriate in a particular context) asgediavith legitimacy judgments; with
institutional change being instigated through astjoaing by actors of the general validity of
previous norms in a particular setting or through itmport of an alternative set of ideas and
norms that based on their validity in other sotidtamains can equally be said to be
appropriate. Their model also details a numbemgfartant “social actors” such as the news
media and regulators that mediate and magnify tbegsses of maintenance or change
linking the individual and macro levels of analystsiture research may explore, in a field
setting as well as potentially in a laboratoryisgttthe cognitive conditions and pressures
associated with legitimacy judgments. This modelldde further extended with research
that specifically focuses on a meso-level of angJyavolving interactions between
individual actors, groups and organizations, tihiguably play a crucial role in either
maintaining the status quo or in changing legitiynjaclgments by diffusing alternative sets

of values and norms.

Harmon, Green and Goodnight take on a similar guesieir paper by focusing on how the
rhetoric that is used within a field reflects preses of institutional maintenance and change.
They also try to characterize conditions reflectimgintenance and change, but where
Bitektine and Haack primarily focus on cognitivemhsitions in legitimacy judgments they
focus instead on the homogeneity and structurbeoftietoric, or argument, that is being

used to legitimize or delegitimize a set of praaticDrawing on Toulmin's (1958) classic

16



work on rhetoric and argumentation, they argue aletdrs can use rhetoric in two
structurally different ways; they can, first of,alke the rhetoric that is common to a field
(labeledintra-field rhetoric) and whilst doing so largely reiterate and actleptcommon
grounds and backing for the claims that are beiagerabout a certain practice. Second,
actors across a particular institutional settinfjedd may however also use forms of rhetoric
that are more diffuse and furthermore in their li@gland grounds refer to other social
settings and professional domains (labefeer-field rhetoric). The onset of inter-field

rhetoric in a particular setting, they argue, ibexive of processes of change, as prevailing
norms are starting to shift. As such, Harmon eseg. intra-field and inter-field rhetoric as
important markers of shifts in the pendulum betweintenance and change. This presents
a cogent argument that warrants further empires¢arch to tease out its reach and boundary
conditions. For example, it may well be that irtitasionally complex environments (e.g.,
Greenwood et al., 2011) different forms of rhet@mel norms may persist, rather than
marking the onset of a wholesome change to a nstitutional order. Future empirical
research may therefore explore and tease out thdsdaround the basic propositions
presented in the paper. We also believe in linb witr earlier discussion that there is
promise in focusing not on only rhetoric as refleebdf institutional maintenance and change
(effectively, considering them as markers or “windanto” maintenance or change), but
also on how specific rhetorical acts (such asef@mple, naturalizing analogies (Douglas,
1986)) in contexts of communication may eitherdate and justify already existing norms
or instigate and trigger processes of institutiagnge. This would cast rhetoric, as part of
communication, as formative rather than just reifkecof processes of institutional

maintenance and change.

Next, Roulet and Clemente draw on a well-estabtigheory in mass communication and

public opinion research to develop a model of hoacfices in an institutional field may
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become deinstitutionalized. The 'spiral of silertbebry (Noelle-Neumann, 1974) suggests
that through social pressures and a fear of beirtigg minority, individual opinions

gradually coalesce into homogenous public opinidms is akin to a spiraling process, in the
sense that it increasingly boosts and amplifietiee of those who are, or have become,
the majority whilst suppressing the voice of thosthe minority. Roulet and Clemente argue
that similar processes are at play around theiheigiation and de-legitimization of practices
in institutional fields. Besides this broad paralteey also extend and fine-tune their
argumentation to this setting, recognizing theedldhces that exist between opinion
formation in society versus process of legitimagygments in specific institutional fields.
These differences aside, the use of a groundeavah@stablished theory from mass
communication is an inspired choice as it offeseof predictions and concepts that by
extension can be usefully modeled in an instit@i@etting. Empirical research may set out
to test these predictions and to put more detdaliécschematic model that Clemente and
Roulet provide. Such further research may alsoswggest, try and model the spiral of
silence dynamic in institutionally complex enviroents, where in effect alternative opinions
may be seen to compete for attention and actorgecstrive to mobilize others to become a

dominant, if not the majority, opinion in a field.

In the fifth and final paper in the set, Gray, Buathd Ansari develop a framing perspective
on the formation and change of collective meanarg$interpretations in an institutional
field. Explicitly positioning themselves againstemasociological “top-down” perspectives
on institutions, they set out to develop a prodkesry of how institutions “bottom-up”
emerge in interactions where actors frame altareatieanings and over time may gradually
converge on common frames that become institutioedl Their process theory presents
specific details on the micro processes at thd leiese interactions that sustain and

energize the adoption of a certain frame over stherd may thus lay the basis for broader
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institutional change. A further contribution of thprocess theory is that it combines a focus
on the content of interactions, in the form of fragy with an account of how interactions
themselves may take on a certain structure astaraation order through repetition and
regularity, affecting the spread and diffusionminies across an institutional field. In this
way they explicitly scale up from a micro to mateweel, and in a manner that clearly
foregrounds the role of interactions, and thus camigation. Their paper is probably the
broadest in reach in that it maneuvers all the fr@y acts of framing in specific contexts of
interaction to macro field level conditions andamrhes. Future research may draw on this
process theory and add more detail to the high-lenaeesses and mechanisms that they
develop in the paper. As Gray, Purdy and Ansari§2@uggest, their framing perspective is
not only well placed to scale up from a micro tocnodevel of analysis, but is also supple
enough to be combined with alternative theoretmades, such as identity and materiality,
that may affect how and why meanings are constiysigead and become institutionalized

over time.

Taken together, these five papers deepen our uaddisg of the role of discourse and
communication in institutional maintenance and ¢fear-our of the papers present multi-
level models that explain both the durability oftitutions as well the roots for change. As
such, the papers in this forum offer both genesiavall as specific implications for empirical
research moving forward, as well as some new itsighd ideas on how our theorizing on
institutions can advance. The articles in this fiormay thus serve as signposts to further
research, suggesting ways in which discourse amuzmication can be more fully

incorporated both conceptually and empirically imtstitutional research.

This said, the studies collected here also inditeaneed for further reflection. A general
observation is that some of their arguments alldsi large extent rooted in the

performative rather than a truly interactive apptoto communication. This brings an
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emphasis on the structure of language either teflpmnstitutional conditions of stability or
change, as in the papers by Bitektine and Haack5)28nd Harmon, Green and Goodnight
(2015), or as a pragmatic force, energizing andhicbling institutional dynamics, as
highlighted by Ocasio, Loewenstein and Nigam (20B®&cause of this emphasis, there is
perhaps less of a focus on the role of actorstlagid agency, in actively and creatively using
language in communicative interactions, with theukinstead placed on the structure and
functions of language and their effect on individarad collective cognition. This in part
because these papers are anchored in theoretszs tieat are primarily cognitive and
linguistic in orientation, rather than communicatigee Table 2). That is, the paper by
Roulet and Clemente (2015) is the only paper thatty draws on communication theory,
extending a model from mass communication theohjlstvOcasio, Loewenstein and Nigam
(2015) and Gray, Purdy and Ansari (2015) base thewrizing in part on concepts and ideas
from interactional linguistics and communicatioeahy. This general observation, in our
view, signals the real possibilities that existfimther theorizing that is geared more
explicitly towards conceptualizing the interactamed processual dynamics that link the micro
to macro level of analysis in institutional thegBRowell & Colyvas, 2008). Such theorizing
would add considerably to our understanding of wireguistic and cognitive categories are
not only reflective of institutions, but of how #eare being used in interactions (Hallett,

2010), and constitute the very basis of institialanaintenance or change.

DISCUSSION: TOWARDSA COMMUNICATION-CENTERED RESEARCH

AGENDA FOR INSTITUTIONAL THEORY

In the remainder of our introduction to this Spegiapic Forum, we want to sketch a
research agenda for the communicative institutismmaive have proposed here, outlining the
opportunities and benefits of a communication-bgsdpective on institutions, institutional

maintenance, and change. The suggestions thatfereaoé admittedly only selective, and we

20



recognize that there may be many other optiongattdvays for further research. Yet, the
overview that we present here does, we hope, peaadhe useful pointers to further
research. We structure our suggestions by genrenade of communication into three broad
areas: (1) framing, (2) rhetoric and discourse, @)aategorization. For each of these areas,
we highlight how a centering on communication opgm®pportunities to advance and

progress institutional theory and analysis.

Framing

The notion of framing has already gained considerabrrency as a communication-centered
approach to understanding meaning constructiomdnaeaound organizations (Ansari et al.,
2013; Gray et al., 2015). As Cornelissen & Wer2€14) note in a recent review, the use of
framing as a construct ranges from micro-level eptigalizations and effects (e.g. Benner &
Tripsas, 2012; Weber & Mayer, 2011) to meso-lewians of strategic frames and framing
(e.g. Nadkarni & Narayanan, 2007; Fiss & Zajac,8Qfhd macro-level ideas such as field
and institutional frames as well as their contéstaLounsbury, Ventresca & Hirsch, 2003;
Beckert, 2010; Meyer & Hoéllerer, 2010). In our viemvuch of the attractiveness of frames as
a construct for management scholars lies in th@iityato connect the macro-structural
aspects of collective meaning structures with therovinteractional level where much of the
negotiation of meaning takes place. It is this dwelre of frames that places them squarely
at the center of a communicative approach to utallgng institutions and their creation and
change as well as their consequences. In partjdhkene exist intriguing opportunities at the
micro level to understand the interactive producaod reproduction of institutions and their
logics through framing in context where framesif@tance mediate between individual
convictions and others’ expectations (Cornelis2ei2). Such work would also allow

bridging to the inhabited institutionalism promotagdHallet (2010) and others.
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At the meso-level, the study of strategic and cbiMe action framing in particular would
benefit from more attention to the co-constructebimeaning in the communicative process.
For instance, recent studies have shifted atteftoon merely examining the choice of frame
to understanding related and much more audiendereghaspects of the framing process
such as the identity of the frame-articulator asstacted by the audience or the context in
which frames are offered (Cornelissen & Clarke,@@Rhee & Fiss, 2014), including the
dynamics of the institutional context. Yet, whilestwork has shifted the focus towards the
ways in which strategic meaning making is eithdragmted or limited by the co-construction
of meaning, the notion of frame resonance (e.gbB4896) would offer a particularly
attractive field to develop a truly interactive enstanding of how meaning is co-constructed.
While prior research has conceptualized frame m@sos primarily in terms of an audience’s
receptiveness to certain framing strategies, teeadvanced here would shift the focus
further towards examining for instance how framsorence operates through an interactive
process by which the frames of organizational achoid their audiences may over time

converge, synchronize, or diverge (cf. Corman .e2ai02).

Finally, research at the macro level has alreadydonsiderable extent embraced the
collective construction of field or institutionabimes. Especially the notion of frame contests
points our attention to for instance the ways inclttoalitions of actors promote or
challenge certain conceptions or understandingeatl reality (e.g., Maguire et al., 2004;
Meyer & Hollerer, 2010). While social movementsdthists have proposed several concepts
such of frame bridging and alignment to examine hiocess, this analysis of framing
struggles has yet to more deeply engage with thexamication literature. For instance, the
notion of co-orientation (Broom, 1977) would appeaprovide a helpful perspective to

understand the way that frame resonance and aligimmay be achieved.

Rhetoric and Discour se
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Rhetoric already has significant traction as pamstitutional analysis, highlighting how
communication is central to institutional diffusiand change (Green, 2004; Green & Li,
2009). In particular, the so called New Rhetorib€@Gey et al., 2004; Perelman & Olbrechts-
Tyteca, 1959) has been used by scholars to exptooesses such as the diffusion of
practices (Green, 2004, 2009) and their legitinma(®uddaby & Greenwood, 2005), as
exemplified by the paper by Harmon, Green and Gigbdi§2015) in this STF. Another
related stream of institutional research has drawdiscursive theories and methods to study
institutions (Phillips, Lawrence & Hardy, 2004; id§r& Phillips, 2004). From this
perspective, institutions are constituted by disses, and such an analysis has been used to
better understand institutionalization, de-insittmélization and re-institutionalization
processes (Maguire & Hardy, 2009; Hardy & Magu@]0) as well as specific topics such
as legitimation (Vaara & Tienari, 2008). In thergpf fostering a stronger communication
focus, there may be value in further embeddinguigee and rhetorical analyses within
communicative contexts. This would combine thergjtles of such analyses with the motives
and agency of interactants, and with aspects af tbexmunication, including the media

used to communicate (Vaara & Monin, 2010; Vaaraiénari, 2011). Doing so may enrich
theory and analysis, and would potentially bringenfine-grained detail to our

understanding of institutional reproduction andrgas a dynamic process in which
discourses and rhetoric are used, created anddrared by interactants rather than simply

transmitted or channeled through them.

One potential application of studying discourse dretoric in connection with institutions is
analysis of the communicative construction of iitbnal logics. In recent studies,
institutional “logics” have been conceptualizedheitas higher order structuring dimensions
(such as authority, identity, and governance) gubrganizations and their behaviors (e.g.

Thornton, 2002; Thornton et al. 2012) or as argusand associated meanings (e.g. Green,
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2004, 2009; McPherson and Sauder, 2013). Howdwesettwo conceptualizations are not
necessarily antagonistic but can be reconcilednaaylin fact complement each other, as
shown by Ocasio et al. (2015) in the current isgugromising avenue concerns the study of
multi-level phenomena like institutional maintenaraand transformation where at macro
levels of analysis logics can be seen as strugfwlimensions whereas at micro-level of

analysis logics may be more like discursive or argntative flows.

From a communicative perspective, further researap employ discourse and rhetoric to
study how institutional logics are used and mobdiin concrete actions (McPherson &
Sauder, 2013). In this view, actors make sensestitutional logics via discourses, and use
these discourses in their interactions. As sudiitutional logics as proceeding from super-
ordinate institutional order may be conceptualiasdliscourses or discursive aspects of
institutional order. From the communicative pers$pecon institutions, it would be important
to emphasize that these discourses may be usedamoais manners and situations, which
paves the way for resolving or exacerbating ambygand contradiction between logics, for
giving birth to replacement, transference, or hjityiacross logics, the analysis of which

may in fact help to understand the institutionahptexity in a novel way.

Rhetoric may be furthermore linked with this kindanalysis, and it offers specific
advantages for targeted analysis of institutioogids. From a rhetorical perspective,
institutional logics can be as arguments, as ddisk&d propositions that in a particular
social context may exert persuasive force on ackmoss institutional fields and settings,
the use and force of such propositions may varylfho, Rieke, & Janik, 1979). Thus,
when scholars study changes in field logics, treydraw on rhetoric and argumentation
theory to determine precisely how arguments (tlaims, grounds, warrants, and backings)
and their underlying logic have changed. An addbaatage of casting institutional logics

as arguments is that it draws attention to theiptsly built up communication environment
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in which logics, as arguments, are uttered (AakB08y), and against the backdrop of

alternative, forgotten or suppressed argument&$dac 2013; Green, Li & Nohria, 2009).

Moreover, discursive and rhetorical analysis magxtended to study aspects of institutions
that are not captured by the notion of “logic.” lesample, ideology and power are key
aspects of the institutional order, which from &miperspective can be better understood
through an analysis of discourse-in-action. Emoisoarguably another aspect of institutions
that warrants further attention, and rhetoricabties also provide conceptual and

methodological tools for such analysis.

Categorization

Work on categories and categorization processeepte another area of neo-institutional
research that stands to benefit from a strongersfon communication. In recent years, there
has been a surge of interest in work on categarizaind categories at the level of industries,
markets, and firms (Durand and Paolella, 2013; Mer® Wry, 2014). Much of this work has
been inspired by Zuckerman's (1999) work on thegmical imperative and by the
increasing focus of organizational ecology researchjuestions of categorical purity
(Hannan et al., 2007). Whilst this has been a g line of research, work on categories
is also turning to communicative questions aroungdviery process of categorization and the
flexible and changing ways in which categories lsarconstructed, reconfigured, or even
combined by organizational actors in particulamistdy and market contexts (Kennedy et al.,
2010; Glynn & Navis, 2013; Vergne & Wry, 2014). $hhurn complements research on the
priming and effects of categories— as culturallgugrded cognitive schemas— on the
expectations and behaviors of audiences, with asfoo the micro-processes of
communication through which such categories arméddfand demarcated and thus emerge

in the first place (cf. Price & Tewksbury, 1997).
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To address these questions, recent work has startifine a theoretical vocabulary that is
better able to describe and explain both the coastn, or emergence, and effects of
categories (Durand & Paolella, 2013; Kennedy e8l10; Kennedy & Fiss, 2013; Vergne &
Wry, 2014). Some authors have for this purposesitd cognitive psychological research on
for example priming and prototype effects (Duran@&ollela, 2013). As categorization
processes may rely on goal-based motivations (Barsk991), i.e., categories reflect actors’
own purposes rather than pre-existing prototypes,may fundamentally affect how for
example producers and consumers negotiate th@iegy of categories. For example,
whereas in some market contexts, producers ard@btmvince buyers and consumers of
their capabilities and performance through beloggmnwell-identifiable prototypical
categories, in other instances, buyers and consucoesstruct of their own volition what they
consider to be appropriate categories rather intiggly of any producer’s communication.
In both legitimate and contested industries, thay head to important consequences, such as
a higher likelihood of asset divestments to avasirailation with what are seen to be
negatively valued firms in the eyes of consumensréidd & Vergne, 2014). Here, research
could further investigate the interactions betwprrducers and audiences, with cognitive
categorizations being an outcome of the motivab®iarious parties as well as of the
communication that has taken place (Kennedy, 2068)articular, empirical cases of norm
infringement, contestation, or organizational mmtact would lend themselves well to such
research that might then focus on studying shiflegitimacy as a result of interactions
between producers and audiences, and any relexantniediaries (e.g., the media, rating and

accreditation agencies).

One other source of inspiration for categorizatiesearch is the work in cognitive linguistics
on categories (Lakoff, 1987; Barsalou, 1991) whfobin its founding, has been closely

allied to the work by Rosch and others in cognipégchology but also brings a distinct
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focus on how speech and language are not onlyctieeof but also integral to
categorization processes. Lakoff (1987) in his laak book on categorization highlights in
particular two forms of speech, which he castuasdmental to categorization: metaphor
and metonymy. Both are often considered as figugatiodes of speech, or tropes, yet
linguists and communication scholars have longgezed the fundamental role of both
forms of speech in language and categorizatiormeral (a point taken on by for example

Barley (1983) and Weber et al. (2008) in relatioinstitutional research).

Broadly speaking, metaphor involves an analogioatgarison in language and thought
where a term or concept (called the target) iskkketo another (called the source), with the
source stemming from a category of knowledge anguage use that was not previously
associated with the target (e.g., Cornelissen, R@@nnedy and Fiss (2013) suggest that
such analogical comparisons are central to thedtom of new categories (see also Navis &
Glynn, 2010). As they write: “New categories becarnexmon knowledge when a private or
one-off insight applies a familiar meaning, oftgnamalogy or translation, to a novel,
unfamiliar occasion or for unusual purposes, aerdsituation and meaning then become
widely accepted” (Kennedy & Fiss: 1145-1146). Métapcal language and thought in fact
tend to assume a lateral,lmrizontal, process that draws analogies across socially iamil
registers of language and categories of knowleltlggomparison, metonymies rely on an
exchange between parts within the same domaimgtizge use and knowledge. They
involve avertical or contiguous mapping or exchange between pad®kments of a
register of language and associated category ofytito Such a mapping or exchange
typically involves a part-whole or whole-part sutgton in speech and thought. A key
feature of such substitutions is that metonymyroféads to @ompression in which the

whole category is reduced to a single feature ttyefManning, 1979), which accounts for

prototype effects in categorization when a spediétail or set of details is “used (often for
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some limited and immediate purpose) to compreheadategory as a whole” (Lakoff, 1987:

79).

Lakoff (1987) stresses that both figures of spegchpmbination, are central to the
establishment and institutionalization of new catégs. In this vein, category emergence can
in future research be tracked by focusing on hothéndiscourse of actors an initially rich set
of figurative metaphorical expressions that is usealtentative way (i.e., marked by
interruptions, frequent switches between expressionimpromptu elaborations and
extensions) over time settles and contracts imtis@ete set of idioms and metonymic labels
that are used in a standard way as shorthand expmedo designate the established
category. Following Lakoff (1987), it may well beat the interactions and shifts between the
two figures of speech within and across episode®wimunication may turn out to be not

only reflective but also formative of the institutialization of new categories.

CONCLUSION

Institutional theory has become one of the mosbirtgmt theoretical perspectives in
management and organizational research. In paaticiie recent trend to focus more on the
social and cognitive micro-foundations of instituts presents an important deepening of this
perspective. Yet, we believe that institutionalaityewould benefit from a further shift

towards the communicative dimension. While it is fa say that communication in its
various forms has already been a key part of utgiital analysis, our intention with this
Special Topic Forum has been to place it in thatfemd center of such analysis and to

encourage the further development of a distineinstrof communicative institutionalism.

Our suggestion is rooted in a more general beiigfit is important to value and advance
various types of communicative approaches — berbeted in linguistics, discourse or

rhetorical analysis, or communication theory. lis #ditorial, we have aimed to underscore
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the contributions of the various kinds of studiest focus on the performative effects of
language on institutions but called for furthereg@sh that attends to the interactive aspects
of the communicative construction of institutiofte papers in this Special Topic Forum
already demonstrate the promise of such reseantihére are of course many more research
avenues and opportunities, and we hope that fuvtbét might follow these examples and

progress this agenda even further.
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Table 1: Perspectives on Communication within Neo-I nstitutional Theory and Analysis

Theoretical Approach Classic neo-institutional Rhetorical institutionalism;  Communicative

theory; including most including discourse, ingtitutionalism; emerging
work on institutional rhetoric, frame and speech area of research at the
adoption, change, and act theory intersection of communication
logics and cognition
Basic Perspective on Conduit model of Performative model of Interactive model of
Communication communication: communication: communication:
communication as the predominant focus on communication as a process of
channeling or language as a force that  interaction within which actors
transmission of cognitive (physically) prompts exchange views and build up

contents and intentions  cognitive reactions in actors mutual understanding

between actors

Link of Communication as a Communication as an Communication involves

Communication to neutral transmission of  asymmetrical process of  moment-by-moment dialogue

Cognition cognitive contents; senders with their language and interaction between actors,
communication has influencing and cognitively who coordinate the dialogue
causally a negligible role priming recipients; and any joint understanding
in explaining (cognitive) language (as part of that they build up;

institutional maintenance communication) has a directcommunication (including but
and change impact on (cognitive) not limited to language) has a
institutional maintenance  constitutive role in (cognitive)
and change institutional maintenance and

change
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Table 2: Contentsand Characteristics of the Papersin the Special Topic Forum

Study

Primary purpose

Level of analysis

Theoreticae

Research Implications for institutional tlyeg

=

Ocasio, Loewenstein and
Nigam; How streams of
communication reproduce
and change institutional
logics: The role of

categories

To explain how through specific
communication processes —
coordinating, sensegiving,
translating and theorizing -
categorical distinctions and
durable principles are produced
and reproduced that form the

basis of institutional logics

Micro- to macro-level

of analysis

Psycholinguistics (e.qg.,
Clark, 1996; Levinson, 2000
and research on
communication as
constitutive of organizations
(CCO) (e.g., Taylor & Van

Every, 2000)

Use the basic propositions to model how
changes in communication processes
(coordinating, sensegiving, translating and
theorizing) instigate changes in institutional
logics. Extend the propositions into a proces
model that examines the tipping points that

govern transitions in institutional logics

Bitektine and Haack; The
macro and the micro of
legitimacy: Towards a
multilevel theory of the

legitimacy process

To develop a model that
describes and explains
institutional stability and change
at multiple levels of analysis by
explaining the communicative
and cognitive mechanisms

linking individual judgments ang

Micro- to macro-level

of analysis

Behavioral decision making
(e.g., Tost, 2011) and public
opinion research (e.g.,

Noelle-Neumann & Peterser

2004)

Use the basic propositions to model micro-to
macro level changes in judgments related to
validity and propriety of behaviors in an
,institutional setting. Extend the model to
explore inter-mediate group processes and
mechanisms (at the meso level) that mediate

the micro-to-macro level stability and change

the
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macro-level agreements

in institutions

Harmon, Green and
Goodnight; A theory of
rhetorical legitimation: the
communicative and
cognitive structure of
institutional maintenance

and change

To describe and explain
institutional maintenance and
change based on the degree to
which rhetoric (and specifically
the rhetorical backing for the
legitimacy of a practice) within 3
field is stable and settled or

dynamic and evolving

Macro-level of

analysis

Rhetoric and pragmatics:
Toulmin’s argumentation

theory (Toulmin, 1958)

Use the basic propositions to identify and

describe the rhetoric used within a field and
associated with institutional maintenance or
change. Extend the model into more detailed

rhetorical analysis of when and halternative

arguments, with different backings, challenge

and change the default rhetoric within a field

Roulet and Clemente;
Public opinion as a source
of deinstitutionalization: A

‘spiral of silence’ approach

To develop a communication-
informed account of how initial
acts of opposition towards a
practice in a field may evolve
into a majority view, leading in
turn to the delegitimization of th

practice

Micro- to macro-level

of analysis

Mass communication theory
Noelle-Neumann'’s (1974)

spiral of silence theory

Use the model of a spiral of silence at the fie
level to research the deinstitutionalization of
practice. Extend the model towards
institutionally complex environments to test,

and potentially extend, the basic predictions

d

a
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Gray, Purdy and Ansari;
From interactions to
institutions: Micro-
processes of framing and
mechanisms for the
structuring of institutional

fields

To develop a process theory of
how interactively established
frames in dyads and groups ma
spread and diffuse across an
institutional field and may in turr
come to structure interactions

and meanings within that field

y

Micro- to macro-level

of analysis

Theory on interactional
framing (e.g., Collins, 2004;
Goffman, 1974) and
structuration theory (e.g.,

Giddens, 1984)

Use the description of the different framing
processes to trace the entire process and
spectrum of institutional change from micro
interactions to macro conventions. Extend th
model to consider the role of identity,
discourse, and materiality alongside framing

processes of institutional change
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