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1. Executive Summary.  

Organizational fields are a central construct in institutional theory and the notion of 
shared meaning is integral to the definition of “field.”  We propose to review and critique 
how institutional scholars have addressed the formation of meaning at the field level.  In 
reviewing the literature we discuss how institutional scholars have examined discourse, 
rhetoric, and framing as mechanisms through which meanings form, change, and coalesce 
in institutional fields. We assess the important contributions and utility of this literature, 
but we also argue that what scholars identify as discourse, rhetoric, and frames are the 
residues or echoes of prior social interactions. When scholars miss the opportunity to 
examine actual interactions as an important source of these meanings, a key dynamic of 
fields becomes obscured and although new categories are introduced (discourse, rhetoric, 
frames) the accounts become, ironically, static.  As a way to incorporate discourse, 
rhetoric, and frames into a dynamic approach that features social interaction as an 
important source of meaning, we examine possibilities evident in the growing line of 
research on “inhabited institutions.”  By examining interactions among different and 
often divergent groups of people in organizational fields, inhabited institutionalism 
provides a means to examine not only the coalescence and convergence of meanings, but 
also pluralism in meanings and ongoing struggles over meaning—contested states which 
create the further possibility of changes in the field.   
 
 
2. Relevant literatures or perspectives. 

Organizational fields—those organizations that, in the aggregate, constitute a 
recognized area of institutional life (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983: 148), are a central 
construct in institutional theory. An early wave of empirical research in this area focused 
on testing the mechanisms leading to adoption of practices and field-level isomorphism 
(e.g., Davis & Greve, 1997; DiMaggio, 1991; Fligstein, 1990; Leblebici, Salancik, Copay 
& King, 1991; Tolbert & Zucker, 1983), which led to a neglect of issues of agency, 
politics and change (Brint & Karabel, 1991; DiMaggio, 1988; DiMaggio, 1995; 
Greenwood & Hinings, 1996; Hirsch & Lounsbury, 1997; Perrow, 1986). What followed 
in the late 1990’s was a series of studies “that looked not at homogeneity but at variation 
and change among organizations within a field as signs of institutional processes” 
(Wooten & Hoffman, 2008: 135). This subsequent wave of research shifted the focus 
from isomorphic processes to change, agency, and institutional pluralism (Kraatz & 
Block, 2008). Underlying these processes is a conception of fields as “relational spaces” 
where individuals and organizations interact with one another to develop collective 
understandings on issues that are important for organizational and field-level action 
(Wooten & Hoffman, 2008). 

Along with that of organizational field, the notion of meaning—what is signified in 
institutional structures and practices (Zilber, 2008: 152)—has been central to institutional 
theory (e.g. DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Meyer & Rowan, 1977; Zucker, 1977). Meanings 
infuse the arenas in which institutional struggles occur (Zilber 2002). Nevertheless, most 
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of the empirical work on institutions has focused on the diffusion of structures and 
practices, viewed as concrete manifestations of meanings (Zilber, 2008). In this way, 
meaning is treated as a relatively stable, external cultural structure. This focus has 
prevented a thorough understanding of the dynamics of field formation, especially how 
microprocesses of meaning-making and interpretation contribute to the spread and 
change of institutional practices (Dobbin, 1994; Friedland & Alford, 1991; Hasselbladh 
& Kallinilos, 2000). Additional attention to the processes of meaning making as they 
develop via interactions among organizational actors and other individuals in a field 
would highlight “the particular, the contextual, the political, and the on-going processes 
involved in institutionalization” (Zilber, 2008: 151).  

We argue that one way to understand organizational fields “as sites where problems 
of organizing are debated among disparate actors” (Wooten & Hoffman, 2008: 142), is 
by paying attention to the mechanisms that create meaning in institutional fields. To this 
end, we propose to review three main ways in which institutional scholars have attended 
to the role of meaning in field formation: discourse, rhetoric, and framing. In our 
examination, we will draw out the insights each perspective on meaning provides into 
institutional field formation as well as note the limitations of these perspectives in terms 
of their ability to capture organizational and field-level dynamics. Specifically, we argue 
that institutional scholars can benefit by going more directly to a key source of meanings: 
social interactions.  

 
Discourse. The discursive turn in institutional theory (Phillips, Lawrence, & Hardy, 
2004) proposed discourse analysis as a framework to investigate the processes underlying 
institutionalization. Discourses are structured collections of meaningful texts (Parker, 
1992), including written documents, verbal reports, artwork, spoken words, pictures, 
symbols, buildings, and other artifacts (e.g., Fairclough, 1995; Grant, Keenoy, & Oswick, 
1998; Taylor et al., 1996; Wood & Kroger, 2000). As such, discourse analysis involves 
the systematic study of texts in order to explore the relationship between discourse and 
social reality (Phillips et al., 2004).  

Discourse analysis has proved useful for exploring the role of meaning in fields, 
especially how texts can articulate and disseminate new understandings, attitudes and 
beliefs about the field (Grodal & Granqvist, 2014). For example, Munir and Phillips 
(2005) show how Kodak used advertising to shift the ‘meaning’ of photography from a 
specialized activity to part of everyday life. Maguire and Hardy (2006) explain how the 
proponents of the new environmental regulatory discourse of ‘precaution’ shaped the 
content of the Persistent Organic Pollutants (POPs) global treaty by both challenging and 
tying into the existing science discourse. Grodal and Granqvist (2014) drew on an in-
depth study of the emerging nanotechnology field to show that individuals’ affective 
responses to discourses play an important role in their decisions to participate in the field. 

The literature on institutional entrepreneurship has also examined the role of 
discourses in legitimizing new organizational forms (Suddaby and Greenwood, 2005). 
Institutional entrepreneurs are actors who leverage resources to transform institutions or 
create new ones (Battilana, Leca and Boxenbaum 2009).  As Hardy and Maguire (2008: 
205) point out, a growing body of work in institutional entrepreneurship “examines 
interpretation and explains institutional change with reference to complex, ongoing 
struggles over meaning among numerous actors.”  In field formation, actors have stakes 
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in particular meanings and attempt to assert their preferred ones (Grant & Hardy, 2004)  
Discourses are a tool that they use to convey their beliefs and advance their agenda, 
ultimately enacting their meanings in a field.  

We agree with Pacheco, York, Dean and Sarasvathy (2010: 1004) that institutional 
entrepreneurship has brought human agency into the study of institutional change. 
However, although the mechanism by which field actors use discourse to create meaning 
is based upon interaction, the literature on discourses commonly examines the outcome 
of discourse rather than the interactional process itself. As such, we do not know enough 
about the mechanisms through which discourses generate meaning for a field’s actors or 
how they are created and changed. For instance, Maguire & Hardy (2006) highlight the 
“authorial agency” of the institutional entrepreneurs who participated in the construction 
of a new institution, The Stockholm Convention on Persistent Organic Pollutants (POPs). 
Agency, however, is narrowly defined in terms of the discourses used by the proponents 
of the new precautionary discourse and the advocates of the legacy discourse of sound 
science, respectively. The interactions, then, are presumed through the juxtaposition of 
texts that represent opposing factions rather than the actual social exchanges that generate 
local meanings. Ultimately, the “struggle over meaning” is resolved through the new 
global institution, which essentially combines the two discourses.   

Research in this tradition makes an important contribution by foregrounding meaning.  
However, by emphasizing texts, at times it remains a step removed from a source of those 
texts: social interaction.  This is a missed opportunity, and it is difficult to assess what is 
missed and how it would change our understanding of fields without going to interactions 
as a source of meaning.   
 

Rhetoric. Rhetorical approaches also emphasize the use of language to legitimize new 
organizational forms and institutional change in general (Green, Babb, & Alpaslan, 2008; 
Heracleous & Barrett, 2001; Oakes, Townley, & Cooper, 1998; Suddaby & Greenwood, 
2005; Vaara & Tienari, 2008). For example, institutional entrepreneurs use rhetorical 
strategies, such as analogies, stories, institutional vocabularies, and theorization, to 
communicate their vision for change and to mobilize action (Battilana, Leca & 
Boxenbaum, 2009). In a paper on the emergence of multidisciplinary partnerships among 
the Big Five, Suddaby and Greenwood (2005) argue that rhetorical strategies combine 
two elements: institutional vocabularies and theorizations of change. Institutional 
vocabularies—words, expressions, and meanings that reflect specific means of 
interpreting reality (Ford & Ford, 1994) – legitimize the new practices by situating them 
in a particular logic. On the other hand, theorizations of change are linguistic devices by 
which actors reduce the uncertainty around innovation, and make change comprehensible.  

According to Suddaby (2010), rhetorical approaches to understanding institutions 
adopt a stronger agentic perspective compared to discourse analysis, because they assume 
a direct causal relationship between the use of language and the interests of the user. 
Nevertheless, the literature on rhetoric, with its focus on written sources that document 
rhetorical strategies and tools, favors a structural account of meaning formation, missing 
the dynamic interaction among actors and the meanings that are generated from 
interaction. For example, Suddaby and Greenwood (2005) document the “discursive 
struggles” of proponents and opponents of multidisciplinary partnerships through the 
content analysis of the transcripts of the public hearings held by the American Bar 
Association’s Commission on Multidisciplinary Practice and the Securities Exchange 
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Commission’s Public Hearings on Auditor Independence. While this approach is well 
suited to demonstrate the existence of opposing logics, as well as the ability of rhetoric to 
shift the dominant institutional logic, it does not do justice to the dynamic process 
through which these logics formed and evolved on the ground, including the social 
interactions among the individuals involved and the struggles internal to the actors (see, 
for example, Hallett & Meanwell, 2016).  It is as though the rhetoric, and not the people 
using the rhetoric in social interaction, is doing the work of institutional change.  Rhetoric 
is always employed in social interaction, and research can benefit by going directly to the 
source.  
	  

Framing. Framing is a key mechanism of interpretation and meaning in field 
formation which initially emerged from studies of social movements (Benford & Snow, 
2000). Social movements have been linked to institutional change and new field 
formation because they often involve “the introduction of new types of actors and 
interests, new repertoires of actions, and new kinds of structural arrangements” (Dacin, 
Goodstein & Scott, 2002: 55). Schneiberg and Lounsbury (2008) draw a parallel between 
social movements and institutional entrepreneurship, as both literatures emphasize 
agency, deliberate or strategic action, and self-conscious mobilization around alternatives. 
Researchers in both streams identify framing as one of the critical processes for change, 
thus suggesting a central role of meanings in the formation of new fields, markets, 
movements, or organizational forms.  

According to the framing perspective, actors actively engage in framing processes, 
aimed at the production and maintenance of meaning for constituents, antagonists, and 
bystanders or observers (Snow & Benford, 1988). Such meanings, which are often the 
result of negotiation among different participants in the movement as well as external 
constituents (Gamson, 1992), take the form of collective action frames. Collective action 
frames consists of “action-oriented sets of beliefs and meanings that inspire and 
legitimate the activities and campaigns of a social movement organization” (Benford & 
Snow, 2000), and originate from three core framing tasks (Snow & Benford, 1988) in 
which actors identify and characterize a problem, articulate a solution, and offer 
motivations for others to participate.  

While scholars of discourse focus on the role of texts in meaning making, research on 
framing emphasizes the processes that movement actors or institutional entrepreneurs 
employ to crystallize meanings, especially the construction of field-level frames.  For 
instance, Lounsbury, Ventresca, and Hirsch (2003) describe how advocates of recycling 
gained influence and created a dialogue around the recycling frame through a 
combination of grassroots activism and policy negotiations, ultimately establishing the 
U.S. recycling industry. Ansari, Wijen, and Gray (2013) explore the relationship between 
framing and the formation of the climate change logic over a period of 40 years. 
Combining the analysis of newspaper articles and interviews with key actors in the 
transnational field of climate change (i.e., science, government, business, and civil 
society) they reconstruct the evolution of actor-level frames and their role in shifting 
field-level frames. Their process model, which highlights the links among “field-
configuring events,” changes in actors’ frames, and the emergence of field frames 
“explains how consensus develops” (p. 1020) around a contested topic. This model 
makes an important contribution by enhancing our understanding of how field actors 
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modify their frames in response to others’ actions, but methodologically it does not go to 
the source—social interaction—thereby limiting our knowledge of how the actors 
themselves struggled with this sense-making process. 

Framing is an inherently active process, but when scholars focus more on the content 
of frames as opposed to their use in social interactions, these dynamics become, 
ironically, rather static.  For example, Weber, Heinze and DeSoucey (2008) highlight the 
role of cultural codes in guiding the framing processes behind the creation of the market 
for grass-fed meat and dairy products. The cultural codes of authenticity, sustainability, 
and naturalness, which existed in the public sphere independent of the movement, 
provided a tool to “organize the movement’s collective meaning system” (Weber et al., 
2008: 537), and were employed by activists during framing processes to mobilize action. 
Again, while the use of cultural codes is an important contribution to our understanding 
of markets’ construction, interview and archival data barely scratch the surface of the 
interactions and struggles through which producers and consumers developed a collective 
identity around the new market.  

 
 
3. Important or critical issues  

Both organizational fields and meaning are core concepts in institutional theory. Scott 
(1995: 56) even goes so far as to describes organizational fields as “a community of 
organizations that partakes of a common meaning system and whose participants interact 
more frequently and fatefully with one another than with actors outside the field 
[emphasis added].”  An ongoing point of debate is the extent to which these meanings are 
stable and external, becoming, in essence, macro structural independent variables, or 
whether meanings can be an endogenous source of field change.  Although scholars have 
done well to identify meanings as a source of change, we argue that a focus on discourse, 
rhetoric, and frames can miss a source of these very meanings—social interaction.  In fact, 
what is identified as discourse, rhetoric, or framing is often the result of prior social 
interaction.   

In order for scholars of field formation and change to investigate organizing among 
heterogeneous actors, we need to pay attention to issues of meaning contestation, 
transformation, and sharing. All these issues develop via social interaction. Yet our 
review of the literature on institutional change reveals that scholars who attend to 
meanings through discourse, framing and rhetoric frequently empirically analyze echoes 
of past interactions rather than focusing on interactions themselves.  In missing the source, 
they obscure the interactional dynamics that help to constitute field formation.  
Furthermore, discourse, framing, and rhetoric are all activities aimed at encouraging 
others in the field to align around collective definitions. However, we contend that 
convergence over meaning is just one of the possible outcomes of meaning making in a 
field, one that is usually associated with intentional agency. With their focus on 
alignment rather than the dynamics of interaction, these perspectives overlook the 
underlying forces surrounding the contestation over meanings, including the mechanisms 
that allow for the coexistence of a multiplicity of meanings (e.g., Binder, 2007; Heimer, 
1999; Zilber 2002, 2006). We explore this idea in the following section, and suggest that 
an inhabited institutions approach offers a means to analyze the interactions that lead to 
polysemy within a field.  
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4. New insights/perspectives/positions 

The inhabited institutions perspective (Bechky, 2011; Binder, 2007; Hallett, 2010; 
Hallett & Ventresca, 2006a, 2006b; Scully & Creed, 1997; Zilber, 2002) maintains that 
“Institutions are not inert categories of meaning; rather they are populated with people 
whose social interactions suffuse institutions with local force and significance” (Hallett & 
Ventresca, 2006a: 213). This approach examines people in their everyday practice, and 
views organizational members as active participants in the process of institutionalization. 
Research in the inhabited institutions perspective suggests that people have the ability to 
shape institutional practices by carrying their own interpretation of the institution. For 
example, in her analysis of the competition between legal, medical, and familial 
institutions in infant intensive care units, Heimer (1999) shows that when multiple 
institutions coexist, various institutional rationales gain influence over others depending 
on what combinations of people are physically present in particular places during 
interactions. Similarly, Binder’s (2007) case study of a transitional housing organization 
suggests that in their everyday practice people engage in negotiations and “bricolage” 
(Douglas, 1986) among different institutions and logics, rather than strictly following the 
rules of the game. Zilber (2002: 235) shows that actors may govern meanings, by 
“infusing actions with meanings through interpretive acts, which are part of political 
processes.” According to inhabited institutionalism, these interactions are best thought of 
as a supra-individual, meso level of analysis.  The meanings that develop from these 
meso interactions can have macro consequences, as in the congressional hearings through 
which regulatory policies are debated and changed (Hallett & Meanwell, 2016). 

Indeed, it is the focus on social interactions that makes the inhabited institution 
perspective particularly suited to identify the dynamics through which meanings evolve, 
and that may lead to either alignment or coexistence of different meanings within a field.  
For instance, Zbaracki (1998) recounts the shift from technical to symbolic Total Quality 
Management (TQM) through the local meaning making processes of managers and 
organizational members who defined the reality of TQM for themselves.  Hallett (2010) 
points to the local meaning making that followed recoupling between the practice and the 
myth of accountability in an elementary school.  Finally, Haedicke (2012) shows how 
local meanings influenced practice variation and narratives of organizational identity 
among natural foods co-ops facing increasing competition from mainstream supermarkets. 
By going to the source, this work highlights the need to study actual processes of 
meaning formation across different organizational and field members.  We explore the 
implications of this perspective for our understanding of field formation and change.   
 
 
5. Implications for future research 

Our review suggests that the main mechanisms of field formation and institutional 
change proposed in institutional theory highlight convergence over meanings, by means 
of discourse, rhetoric, or framing. Moreover, while the engine underlying actors’ 
discourse, rhetoric, and framing is interaction, the relevant literature has focused not on 
the interactions themselves, but on residual texts representing meanings.  In other words, 
although interactions are central to the emergence of field-level meanings, a focus on 
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analyzing the frame or rhetoric avoids observing actual interactions. Thus, current 
accounts on institutional change and field formation often miss the dynamism, the 
fluidity, the texture, and the contention of meaning at the interactional and local level.  

 In contrast, the inhabited institution perspective suggests the existence of 
mechanisms that account for local interpretations and explain variation in local action. 
Future research should combine this approach with the aforementioned frameworks on 
field formation, to fully uncover the interactions among disparate actors and pay attention 
to the relationships between collective meaning systems and corresponding local 
meanings. For example, Leibel (2016) employs an inhabited institutions perspective in 
her ethnographic study of the Slow Money movement, which connects local food 
entrepreneurs to local investors, across the United States. Her direct observation of the 
interactions among Slow Money’s members at the local meetings held in different parts 
of the country has revealed that each chapter of Slow Money has developed different 
interpretations of the movement principles, depending of the local strength of institutional 
endowment vis-à-vis community support. These different interpretations have led to 
variation in terms of the types of actors involved in each chapter, as well as to differences 
in the range and type of financial tools employed by entrepreneurs and investors. This 
demonstrates that the same rhetoric is received, interpreted, and adapted differently in 
different local contexts, which contributes to the development of homegrown meanings 
and practices.   
 
6. Roles of the authors on the research team 

The research team includes Esther Leibel, Beth Bechky, and Tim Hallett. Esther 
Leibel is a doctoral candidate in management and organizations at NYU Stern School of 
Business. In her dissertation she studies the interplay and the local variation of 
vocabulary, meanings and practices in the formation of sustainable local food systems. 
Beth Bechky is a Professor of Management and Organizations at NYU Stern School of 
Business. Her primary research focus, the micro-sociology of work, has brought her to 
study coordination and shared meaning at the organizational level, and spurred her 
interest in the inhabited institutions perspective. Tim Hallett is an Associate Professor in 
the Department of Sociology at Indiana University.  He is most known for his work on 
inhabited institutionalism and organizational ethnography.  
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