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Abstract

This doctoral thesis makes the case for the use of Anthony Giddens’s theory of
structuration in the field of organization studies. We present three self-contained
papers, each aimed to contribute at the topic level as well as the methodology level. In
the first paper, we assess structuration theory’s impact on organizational intelligence
research. Our analytical approach provides an alternative to earlier accounts, which
have followed a less analytical approach to assess Giddens’s impact on a particular
field of study. By extracting from Giddens’ theoretical writings sixteen dimensions
that we consider central to the ‘spirit’ of his structuration theory, and using them to
assess contributions on different notions of organizational intelligence, we are able to
draw a detailed map of the use of structuration theory in organizational intelligence
research. In the second paper, we present a practice-based theory of foresight in
organizations that transcends existing dualisms in foresight research. We reflect on the
different roles social theory in general and structuration theory in particular can play in
building organizational theories. We suggest that structuration theory can be employed
either as ‘sensitizing device’ to formulate Mertonian-type theories of the middle-range,
or as ‘template’, i.e. a source of inspiration to formulate substantive theories through
disciplined theoretical reflection. The theory we then introduce represents a case of the
latter. In the third paper, we explore how members of organizations (re)construct a
shared sense of identity in situations of high identity ambiguity. The newly introduced
concept ‘identity draft’ denotes the socially constructed, provisional, and future-
oriented self-conception blueprints which organizational members create when they
seek to establish a (new) identity for their organization. We present a longitudinal
ethnographic study of identity drafting in a corporate venture, using structuration
theory as analytical lens. This requires that we reflect upon structuration theory’s
status as a ‘research programme’ and that we develop some general rules of
structurationist inquiry. In the concluding section, we provide a synthesis of our

findings and propose some future research avenues.
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Zusammenfassung

Diese Arbeit setzt sich mit der Verwendung der Giddens’schen Strukturationstheorie
in der Organisationsforschung auseinander. Es soll aufgezeigt werden, wie fruchtbar
ein Riickgriff auf Sozialttheorien — hier die Strukturationstheorie — sein kann. Wir
prasentieren drei Beitrdge, wobei jeder fiir sich sowohl einen inhaltlichen, wie auch
einen methodischen Zugewinn bieten soll. Der erste Beitrag geht der Frage nach,
welchen Einfluss die Strukturationstheorie in der Vergangenheit auf die Forschung zur
Organisationalen Intelligenz gehabt hat. Methodologisch ergdnzt dabei unser
analytischer Ansatz frithere, eher oberflichliche Untersuchungen zum Einfluss von
Giddens® Theorie auf bestimmte Forschungsfelder. Dass wir fiir unsere Untersuchung
eine analytische Aufteilung der Strukturationstheorie in sechzehn Dimensionen
vornehmen und letztere dann zur Analyse und Diskussion wissenschaftlicher Beitrige
entlang unterschiedlicher Auffassungen von Organisationaler Intelligenz heranziehen,
erlaubt uns, eine detaillierte Landkarte der Verwendung der Giddens’schen Theorie in
diesem Forschungsfeld zu zeichnen. Im zweiten Beitrag wird eine praxeologische
Theorie der Zukunftsorientierung (engl. foresight) in Organisationen auf der Basis der
Strukturationstheorie entwickelt. Aus methodologischer Sicht fragen wir, welche
Rollen Sozialtheorien in der Entwicklung von Organisationstheorien spielen konnen.
Sozialtheorien konnen aufgrund ihrer abstrakten und generellen Natur ndmlich sowohl
als Sensibilisierungsinstrument in der Generierung Empirie-gestiitzter Theorien
mittlerer Reichweite im Sinne Mertons (1967) verwendet werden, als auch als Vorlage
fiir die Formulierung von Organisationstheorien durch disziplinierte theoretische
Reflexion dienen. Die hier eingefiihrte Theorie verwendet die Strukturationstheorie im
letzteren Sinne. Der dritte Beitrag préasentiert die Ergebnisse einer ethnographischen
Studie, in welcher die alltdglichen sozialen Praktiken von Mitgliedern eines Corporate
Venture in Bezug auf die Konstruktion einer gemeinsamen Identitdt hin untersucht
wurden. Die Idee des Identititsentwurfs als sozial verhandeltes, vorldufiges Selbstbild
und die Verwendung der Strukturationstheorie als analytische Brille erlauben uns, eine
Typologie und ein granulares Bild der sozialen Praktiken zur Herstellung von Identitét
in organisationalen Situationen hoher Ambiguitit zu entwickeln. Aus methodo-
logischer Sicht bedingt das, dass wir uns auch mit der Frage nach dem Status der

Strukturationstheorie als ,,Forschungsprogramm® auseinandersetzen.

XVil






1. Introduction

1 seek the bridge that reaches from
the visible to the invisible through reality.
(Max Beckmann)

1.1  Background, Purpose, and Relevance

This thesis makes the case for the use of Giddens’s (1976, 1979, 1984) theory of
structuration in the field of organization studies. While most social theorists see the
social realm as replete with incommensurable dualisms, Giddens has tirelessly
reassembled what others have disassembled. His social ontology represents probably
the most courageous attempt to synthesize the diverse perspectives in classical social
theory.

The history of social theory is the history of a dispute over the nature of human
action. The question ‘Is human conduct (pre)determined or voluntary?’ has kept social
theorists and researchers busy. Since Auguste Comte in the first half of the nineteenth
century called for a ‘physique sociale’ until the late 1960s, the field of social theory
was characterized by some sort of ‘orthodox consensus’ grounded in Comte’s (1825),
Durkheim’s (1895, 1897) and Parson’s (1937) influential work. Advocates of this
consensus conceived of human actors as structural or cultural ‘dopes’ (Giddens, 1979:
52). In the aftermath of the 1968ies movement, which led to a new self-awareness and
a renewed interest in Marxist thought, the old consensus, however, came under intense
and sustained attack from social theorists of the subjectivist-interpretivist school of
thought. After this ‘coup’ against structural-functionalist ‘imperialism,” the field of
social theory has found itself in disarray. As a consequence, relativistic tendencies
started to build up, and the disarray following the dissolution of the old consensus has
led to increasingly entrenched positions among social theorists.

In the mid 1970s, British social theorist Anthony Giddens, one of the very few
which did not give in to the common claim of the incommensurability of socio-

theoretical ‘paradigms,’ set out to develop a new common socio-theoretical ground in



which ideas from diverse perspectives could fruitfully meet. A diligent student of
classical social theory, Giddens proposed that the alleged incommensurability is
conceptual rather than real, i.e. ontological. To demonstrate this, he substituted
‘structure,” ‘systems,’” ‘meaning,” ‘life-world,” ‘events,” and ‘actions’ with ‘practice’ as
primary generic social ‘thing’ (see Schatzki et al., 2001). How the centrality of (social)
practice led him to rework other key concepts of social theory such as action, structure,
and systems, will be the topic of the following section (1.2).

In the field of organization theory, this alleged incommensurability at the level
of meta-theoretical paradigms has been employed to legitimize plurality in perspective
and to dispel ‘scientific authoritarianism’ (see Burrell & Morgan, 1979). However, we
agree with Weaver and Gioia (1994) in that it is paradoxical to call for cross-paradigm
or multi-paradigm organizational inquiry (e.g., Morgan, 1980) while defending
incommensurability at the meta-theoretical level, as some scholars have argued (e.g.,
Gioia & Pitré, 1990; Hassard, 1991). Furthermore, assuming the incommensurability
of socio-theoretical paradigms underlying particular research precludes synthesis or
other forms of unification among approaches (Weaver & Gioia, 1994: 565). Weaver
and Gioia (1994) rightly ask: If incommensurability entails theoretical contradiction
across paradigms, how is it even possible to conduct multi-paradigm inquiries? It turns
out that the alleged incommensurability of different paradigms is merely a linguistic
thesis in the Kuhnian (1962) sense, rather than a thesis of contradiction (Gioia &
Weaver, 1994: 571) resulting from theoretical ‘hermeticism’ (Hassard, 1988).
However, if this is the case, then the reconciliation of incommensurable paradigms can
be achieved by establishing ‘meaningful communication’ across paradigms.

To provide a common ground where meaningful inter-paradigmatic
communication becomes possible is at the heart of Giddens’s (1976, 1979, 1984)
socio-theoretical project. His ‘ontology of the social’ (Bryant & Jary, 1991: 27) has
been exceptionally successful in resolving many of the theoretical dualisms that give
rise to the alleged incommensurability of theoretical perspectives — in the field of
social theory as well as organization theory. Organization scholars have drawn on
structuration theory to reconcile prima facie contrasting views in a broad array of topic
areas. However, despite Giddens’s lasting impact on a wide range of research topics
and areas (see Bryant, 1999), structurationist inquiries of organizational phenomena
can still not be considered mainstream, but rather the ‘ideology’ of a few. Furthermore,
Stones’s (2005) conclusion that “[s]tructuration theory has reached a decisive point in

its trajectory, a point that could see it fade as a distinct approach or, alternatively,



establish itself more strongly than ever as an integrated perspective able to offer
invaluable kinds of systematic explanatory power and critical insight to social theory”
(p. 2) is today more true than ever, and holds not only for structuration theory’s role in
social theory but also for its role in organization theory. Table 1-1 shows the number
of articles that refer to at least one of Giddens’s socio-theoretical works: New Rules of
Sociological Method (1976, NRSM), Central Problems of Social Theory (1979;
CPST), and The Constitution of Society (1984; CS). The eight publications analyzed
are also the top eight management and organization journals with regard to the

publication of structurationist accounts.

Table 1-1: Analysis of Top 8 Mgmt Journals Publishing on Structuration

76-79 80-84 85-89 90-94 95-99 00-04 05-09 10- b
Organization Studies 5 4 14 19 20 30 5 97
Human Relations 1 5 6 8 18 16 3 57
Journal of Mgmt Studies 1 3 12 11 4 19 5 1 56
Organization Science 4 16 14 13 3 50
Academy of Mgmt Review 1 5 5 5 7 8 2 33
Admin. Science Quarterly 6 6 7 3 4 1 2 29
Organization 2 14 6 3 25
Academy of Mgmt Journal 1 4 1 10 5 21
Total Citations 1 16 33 51 58 106 84 19 368

These numbers indicate that structuration theory’s influence on organization theory is
in decline, or at least stagnating. While the number of articles directly referring to
Giddens’s socio-theoretical project steadily grew since his first publication of New
Rules of Sociological Method in 1976, the number of articles peaked between 2000
and 2004. Since then, the number of articles directly referring to structuration theory is
declining, or at least not rising (the extrapolation of figures for 2010 indicate that, until
2014, the number of referring articles may be close to that between 2000 and 2004).
We can think of several reasons for this stagnation/decline. First, structuration
theory is complex and its concepts and ideas are scattered across several publications.
It requires considerable time and effort on the part of scholars not familiar with social
theory in general and structuration theory in particular to come to grips with Giddens’s
comprehensive theory. To resolve dualisms in social theory, Giddens not only reworks
the common concepts of social theory (e.g., agency, structure, power, etc.), but he

introduces a series of additional concepts to theorize about how these dimensions of



the social realm relate to one another (e.g., duality of structure, structuration,
knowledgeability, etc.). Since his ‘grand theory’ draws from a broad array of other
socio-theoretical writings — especially those of Schiitz, Goffman, Garfinkel,
Wittgenstein, and Habermas — one needs to also engage with these complementary
views to understand what precisely he adopts from them and what he leaves
unrecognized. Second, Giddens has only sparsely commented on aspects related to the
philosophy of science (e.g., NRSM: Ch. 4 and Conclusion; CPST: Ch. 7; CS: Ch. 6).
This has not only brought him sustained criticism (e.g., Bryant, 1992; Gregson, 1989),
but it has also made it difficult for organization scholars to understand how they can
adopt his ideas and propositions in their research endeavors. Third, his account has
also been the target of criticism at the theoretical level. Such criticism has ranged from
charges of superficial eclecticism (e.g., Mestrovic, 1998) to substantial theoretical
challenges (e.g., Archer, 1982). Finally, employing social theories for organizational
inquiry may not be to everybody’s taste. Taking on board any particular social theory
bears obligations that many organization scholars may not be willing to assume.

However, we believe that structuration theory’s explanatory capacity and
conceptual richness is unmatched. This does not mean that we regard structuration
theory as a panacea for all research projects or questions. However, we suggest that
structuration theory’s potential has not yet been fully realized in the field of
organization studies. This doctoral thesis and the three distinct yet complementary
papers presented herein aim to rekindle organization scholars’ interest in structuration
theory as a fruitful theoretical lens. This, we believe, is only possible through a
strengthening of the methodological basis. Therefore, each paper takes on a different
methodological challenge. The methodological content of the three papers can also be
formulated as three questions: 1. How can we measure Giddens’s impact on a research
field? 2. What kind of theories can be built from abstract social theories such as
structuration theory, and how 1is this to be done? 3. What does it entail to employ
structuration theory in an empirical inquiry?

The foregoing analysis of and comments on the declining or at least stagnating
use of structuration theory in organization theory suggest that our account is timely.
While Stones (2005) has attempted to rekindle interest in structuration theory by
reducing its degree of abstraction and generality through conceptual specification, we
do not only believe that such an approach cannot solve the stagnation problem but that
it is in fact grounded in a false understanding of the goal and role of social theory — a

topic to which we will return in more detail in the third part of this theses (Paper 2). In



short: To retain its broad applicability, social theories must remain at some distance to
the empirical realm (see Blumer, 1954). It can only be the task of those interested in
building more substantive theories of the social to ‘translate’ social theories such as
Giddens’s theory of structuration to their area or topic of interest.

To provide readers that are new to or not proficient in structuration theory with
some guidance, we shall briefly summarize Giddens’s central concepts and
propositions. Interested readers are invited to also consult one or more of the following
introductory works on structuration theory: Giddens (1976, 1979, 1984, 1989, 1991a);
Held and Thompson (1989); Cohen (1989); Bryant and Jary (1991); and Parker
(2000).

1.2 Structuration Theory in a Nutshell

Social theories, such as structuration theory, are abstract and general theories about the
nature of human action and the constitution of social life. More than any other social
theorist, Giddens has contributed to the reconstruction and renewal of social theory
after the dissolution of the ‘orthodox consensus’ in the 1960s and early 1970s. While
others have advocated a turn to more substantive issues (e.g., Merton, 1967), he has
devoted no less than a decade of his work to reconstructing social theory from the
ground up. Importantly, Anthony Giddens never intended replacing the old consensus
with any new orthodoxy (see Giddens, 1984: xvi). His decision to focus on issues of
ontology was based on two reasons. First, discussions about the possibility of social
‘laws’ and how social theory can be used in empirical inquiry had drawn attention
away from ontological to epistemological concerns, leaving the former undertheorized.
Second, he was convinced that only a meticulous reconstruction of the foundations of
human conduct and the consequential reworking of ideas such as social reproduction
and transformation, could unveil the conceptual character of wide-spread dualisms
such as agency vs. structure, subject vs. object (society), and micro vs. macro. His
efforts aimed at no less than finally overcoming the alleged incommensurability of
socio-theoretical perspectives.

The introduction of Giddens’s theory was timely. It connected directly to other
streams within the babble of rival theoretical voices that emphasized the active,
reflexive character of human conduct. It was, among others, Wittgenstein’s (1953)

influential work on language use and Goffman’s (1959) dramaturgical interactionism



which also broke with the old idea of human conduct being somehow the result of
forces, external or internal to the individual, that actors neither control nor
comprehend. The starting point of the structuration project is captured in short phrase
by Marx (1852: 115): “Die Menschen machen ihre eigene Geschichte, aber sie
machen sie nicht aus freien Stiicken, nicht unter selbstgewdhlten, sondern unter
unmittelbar vorgefundenen, gegebenen und iiberlieferten Umstinden (‘Men make
history, but not in circumstances of their own choosing.’; see also Giddens, 1984: xxi).
Consequently, Giddens’s intention was to develop a coherent theoretical framework
“that allows [..] to understand both how actors are at the same time creators of social
systems yet created by them” (Giddens, 1991: 204). This, however, required that he
formulated an account that avoided both the subjectivist and the objectivist-determinist
view of human action (Giddens, 1981: 15).

1.2.1 Structuration Theory’s Key Concepts and Propositions

The purpose of the following introduction to structuration theory is not to provide a
detailed account on Giddens’s comprehensive theory. It serves only as a primer for all
those who are unfamiliar with structuration theory’s concepts and propositions.

The Centrality of Practice. According to structuration theory, the social
sciences’ basic domain of study is neither the experience of the individual actor as
proposed by interpretative sociologies, nor the existence of any form of societal
totality as argued by functionalists and structuralists, but social practices ordered
across space and time (Giddens, 1984: 2). Human social conduct is recursive since it is
“in and through their activities [that] agents reproduce the conditions that make these
activities possible” (p. 2). Giddens’s claim of recursion also implies that human
conduct is to a large extent routinized. Routine conduct is a basic feature of day-to-day
social activity (Giddens, 1984: xxiii). This routinized character of social life is vital to
maintaining a basic sense of trust how to ‘go on’ or, in Giddens’s terms, ‘ontological
security.’

The Reflexive, Knowledgeable, and Purposive Actor. While Parsons’s (1937)
actors are cultural and Althusser’s (1969) agents structural ‘dopes,” structuration
theory’s most central claim is that humans are knowledgeable, reflexive, and
purposive agents (Giddens, 1984: 3). Giddens distinguishes his position not only from

the collectivist view of the social actor that treats humans as manipulable agents



directed by supra-individual forces over which they have no control, but also from
hermeneutic-voluntarist conceptualizations proposing that action primarily involves
individually ascribed meanings (Cohen, 1989: 47f.). Structuration theory’s core
assumption is that social actors “have, as an inherent aspect of what they do, the
capacity to understand what they do while they do it” (Giddens, 1984: xxii).
According to Giddens, both the knowledgeability of actors as well as the inherent
routine character of most day-to-day activities are established through ongoing and

interdependent processes of reflexive monitoring, rationalization, and motivation.

Figure 1-1: Giddens’s ‘Stratification Model’ of the Actor
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Actors’ knowledgeability, Giddens proposes, is based first and foremost on the
ongoing reflexive monitoring of one’s own actions, the actions of others, and the
context of these actions, 1.e. the material and temporal aspects of (inter)action settings
(Giddens, 1984: 4). It is through such reflexive monitoring that agents routinely attend
to the ongoing flow of social life (Cohen, 1989: 49). This does not imply that actors do
this consciously. To the contrary, reflexive monitoring takes place mostly at the level
of actors’ practical rather than discursive consciousness. Reflexive monitoring is
continuous, as social life is. Hence, Giddens distinguishes between reflexivity as a
tacit process and the discursive identification of specific acts. The latter occurs, for
example, when an actor is asked to discursively clarify the meaning of his conduct.
Rationalization of action arises from processes involved in maintaining a
continuing ‘theoretical understanding’ of the grounds of one’s activities (Giddens,
1984: 5). Rationalization is the basis upon which an actor’s competence is evaluated
by others. Again, rationalization must not be equated with discursive accounts of
reasons that agents may provide, nor an agent’s capability to supply such reasons upon
request. Like processes of reflexive monitoring, rationalization processes are primarily

tacit; that is, they take place on the level of practical rather than discursive



consciousness. Through ongoing processes of rationalization, agents are able to
“maintain a tacit understanding of what their actions accomplish in social life” (Cohen,
1989: 50). It is only through processes of rationalization that the acting subject
becomes a purposive actor. However, acting purposive does not imply that agents are
or can be aware of all the consequences their actions (may) have. Unintended
consequences are an essential element of purposive human conduct (Cohen, 1989: 50).

Lastly, the motivation of action refers the actors’ potential for action rather than
its mode. Although ‘motives’ seem less directly involved in most day-to-day conduct,
especially in routine activities, they are ever-present as unconscious elements,
indirectly disposing agents to undertake particular actions. By building on insights
developed by ego-psychologists such as Freud, Giddens accepts the control of diffuse
anxiety as the most generalized motivational origin of human conduct (Cohen, 1989:
53). In everyday social life, actors reduce anxiety primarily by participating in
predictable routines (Giddens, 1984: 50). While the fundamental human need to
maintain ontological security may be constituted at an unconscious level, maintaining
this security is very much an ongoing accomplishment of the acting subject through
habitual participation in routine activities. Hence, routine conduct is not only essential
to the constitution of institutionalized forms of social life, it also plays a key role in the
constitution of the personality of the agent (Cohen, 1989: 53). According to Giddens
(1984), “[t]his is why one can say that many of the specific features of day-to-day
encounter are not directly motivated. Rather, there is a generalized motivational
commitment to the integration of habitual practices across time and space” (p. 64).
Consequently, it is not in situations of rigid routinization of day-to-day conduct but in
situations of de-routinization that agents lose their sense of autonomy. In de-routinized
situations, agents no longer experience the predictability of events required to maintain
ontological security (Cohen, 1989: 53).

In summary, Giddens’s stratification model of the actor conceptualizes humans
as reflexive, knowledgeable, and motivated agents mainly engaged in routine activities
to maintain their sense of ontological security. Participation in day-to-day social life is
made possible through the ongoing subjective processes of reflexive monitoring and
rationalization of actions. However, while structuration theory clearly assumes a
hermeneutic starting point (Giddens, 1984: 3), Giddens expands beyond the position of
hermeneutic voluntarism by also elaborating concepts such as ‘structural properties,’
‘system,” ‘duality of structure,” and ‘structuration,” and by interweaving them tightly

with the agential dimensions of daily social life.



Structure, Structural Properties, and the Duality of Structure. Giddens proposes three
complementary structural concepts. Defined as “principles of organization of societal
totalities” (Giddens, 1984: 185), structural principles are the most enduring and far-
reaching structural elements involved in a society’s overall institutional alignment.
Structures are understood as sets of rules and resources “recursively implicated in the
reproduction of social systems” (Giddens, 1984: 377). Finally, structural properties
are “[institutional] features of social systems [...] stretching across time and space” (p.
377).

In both structuralism and structural functionalism, structure has been
conceptualized as external or internalized constraints with regard to human conduct
(Giddens, 1984: 16f.). In structuration theory, ‘structure’ generally refers to the
“structuring properties allowing the binding of time-space in social systems, i.e. the
properties which make it possible for discernibly similar social practices to exist across
varying spans of time and space [...]” (Giddens, 1984: 17). As ‘virtual order,’
structures exist only as memory traces orienting the conduct of knowledgeable human
agents. This implies that structures have only a bearing on human conduct if they are
actively instantiated by the purposive actor. Hence, structuration theory does not
regard structures as a subject-independent, external, or internalized ‘force’ that
determines human conduct, but as a tacit set of rules of conduct and resources upon
which actors purposively draw in their day-to-day activities.

Rules of conduct are ‘“generalizable procedures applied in the
enactment/reproduction of social practices” (Giddens, 1984: 21). Rules not only
govern human behavior, but the following of rules renders human conduct compatible
with the conduct of other actors. Rules of conduct imply ‘methodical procedures’ of
social interaction (Giddens, 1984: 18). The competent social actor is a ‘methodological
specialist’ drawing on mutually, i.e. socially accepted rules of conduct. Giddens
suggest that these rules of conduct are organized hierarchically in terms of their spatial
and temporal reach with structural principles being those rules with the longest time-
space expansion. Independent of their reach, rules are transformational. Their
transformational character derives from their twofold nature: rules are responsible not
only for the constitution of meaning, but also carry the possibility of sanctioning
particular human conduct (Giddens, 1984: 20). For example, the rules of a language
are constitutive of that language and at the same time regulative in the sense that they
normatively govern the praxis of speaking. This implies that rules of conduct are

simultaneously enabling and constraining. By nature, rules can be intensive or shallow,



tacit or discursive, informal or formalized, and weakly or strongly sanctioned.
Intensive rules are those which are constantly invoked in the conduct of everyday
conduct. For example, rules of language are of this type. Giddens (1984: 22f.) stresses
that it is most often the taken-for-granted and informal rules of behavior, rather the
abstract and formalized ones (e.g., codified laws), that have a profound influence on
day-to-day social conduct and that it would be a mistake to underestimate the strength
of sanctions deriving from informal rules.

According to structuration theory, rules cannot be conceptualized apart from
resources (Giddens, 1984: 18). Resources are the modalities actors draw on to exert
power over objects (allocative resources) or actors (authoritative resources) to make
interventions that alter or transform social events or states (Cohen, 1989: 28). It is
through the meshing of rules and resources that actors build control strategies, i.e.
ways to change or reproduce the existing system of domination and advance their own
strategic autonomy. It is first and foremost the relative ‘fixity’ of rule-resource sets
that “make it possible for discernibly similar social practices to exist across varying
spans of time and space and which lend [social systems their] ‘systemic’ form”
(Giddens, 1984: 17). In structuration theory, the term ‘system’ refers to a set of
“reproduced relations between actors [...] organized as regular social practices” (p.
25).

It 1s one of structuration theory’s core propositions that rules and resources
(structures) are not only the medium, but also the outcome of practices they
recursively organize (Giddens, 1984: 25). As actors instantiate rules and resources in
their conduct, they simultaneously affirm the validity of these structures for use in
future conduct. This is what Giddens refers to as the ‘duality of structure.” From this
inevitably follows that, in structuration theory, the knowledgeable actor is not only
central to the constitution of human agency, as argued earlier, but also at the core of
the concept of structure. The knowledgeability of actors is essentially the locus where
agency and structure become mutually constitutive and from which regularized social
conduct emerges.

Structuration and Modes of Integration. Implied in this notion of the ‘duality of
structure,’ as the recursive relationship between agency and structure, is the repetitive
and routine character of most human conduct. According to structuration theory, the
processes governing the continuity or transmutation of structures also govern the
reproduction and change of social relations and practices across time and space

(Giddens, 1984: 25). Since social practices effectuate the patterning of social relations,
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a change in practices via change in structures implies changes of social relations. The
degree to which systems of social relations are stable, organized, and permeable varies
and depends on two different modes of integration: social integration and system
integration. While social integration refers to cohesive effects and ‘ties’ arising from
reciprocities of practices in face-to-face interactions, system integration concerns
reciprocal relations between physically distant actors (Cohen, 1989: 41). Social
integration results from the reciprocities of practices, either through interaction or
through wider “circuits of reproduction implicated in the ‘stretching’ of [practices]
across space and time” (Giddens, 1984: 191).

To analyze the processes involved in the reproduction and change of practices
and social systems as bundles of social relations, Giddens divides the structural realm
into three dimensions: signification, domination, and legitimation. This division,
however, is only analytical and not ontological. These three structural dimensions are
present to the actor as what Giddens calls ‘modalities’ of structuration to be invoked in

situations of interaction.

Figure 1-2: Key Analytical Dimensions of Social Practices

Interaction Communication < -» Power <+ -> Sanction
Int *t ti f f
) nterpretative
Modality P <*->  Resources €» Norms
Schemes
v . \ {
Structure Signification <~ Domination €™  Legitimation

Based on Giddens (1979: 82) and Giddens (1984: 29)

In social (inter)action, actors draw on interpretative schemes, resources, and norms.
Interpretative schemes are ‘typifications’ (Schiitz, 1932) incorporated within actors’
stock knowledge, applied to render communication meaningful. Normative elements
of social systems that allow for the sanctioning of conduct are not, as Parsons (1937)
claims, externally given conduct-harmonizing ‘forces,” but “contingent claims which
have to be sustained and ‘made to count’ through the effective mobilization of
sanctions in the context of actual encounters” (Giddens, 1984: 30). Finally, resources
(Giddens calls them ‘facilities’) allow for the mobilization of power in order to
achieve desired and intended outcomes. Unlike other social theorists of power (e.g.

Foucault), Giddens does not tie the concept of power to the mobilization of bias or
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‘control’ over objects or other actors. This is only the second, subordinate ‘face’ of
power (Giddens, 1984: 15; see also Bachrach & Baratz, 1962). In structuration theory,
power is inherently tied to the exercise of agency as the human capacity to intervene in
the world — to ‘act otherwise’ and ‘make a difference’ (Giddens, 1984: 14).

From the above comments on the acting subject, structure, and structuration, it
i1s clear why structuration theory is essentially both anti-functionalist and anti-
evolutionist (see also Giddens, 1981: 15). While Parson’s functionalism is dismissed
through the central claim that actors are purposive, knowledgeable actors, Marx’s
evolutionism is banned by two claims central to structuration theory: the contingency
of structures that must be made to count by knowledgeable actors and the unintended
consequences that can always arise from purposive conduct. In summary, structuration
theory accounts for the primacy of subjectivity without relapsing into a subjectivist
view and grasps the structural components of social institutions that outlive single
agents without seeing in them the ‘forces’ determining their conduct and, eventually,

human history.

1.2.2 Critics of Structuration Theory

While social theory involves the analysis of issues that spill over into philosophy, it is
not primarily a philosophical endeavor (Giddens, 1984: xvii). Nevertheless, social
scientists must be alive to philosophical issues related to placing social theory in the
service of empirical work. Giddens (1984: xvii) rightly argues, however, that it would
be false to assume that matters related to the philosophy of science must be
conclusively resolved before social research can be initiated.

Since the early days of structuration theory, there were critics that doubted that
Giddens’s project can actually revamp the social sciences after the ‘post-positivist
holocaust’ (see Urry, 1977: 911), not least because Giddens has always been reluctant
to engage in discussions about matters of philosophy of science (Bryant, 1992).
McLennan (1984) criticizes Giddens not only for being hesitant about epistemology in
general, but for producing an incoherent mixture of realist, positivist, and idealist
arguments. “Either theory, reality, and the possibility of philosophical coherence [or]
deconstruction, multiple readings, and discursive salvoes [, bJut not both” (p. 125). In
his reply to McLennan, Cohen (1986) defends Giddens, arguing that it is possible and
justified to locate Giddens’s theory of structuration in the context of post-empirical

12



philosophy of science (Giddens repeatedly stated that his position is anti-empiricist;
e.g., Giddens, 1976: 141) and that, in this light, the objectivist proposition of
epistemological security as demanded by McLennan is no longer acceptable.
According to Cohen (1986), it “remains incumbent upon those who adhere to any
theoretical position to determine the philosophical bearings of their work” (p. 130).
Subsequent criticism by McLennan (1988), Bryant (1992), and Gregson (1989) has
mostly reiterated this criticism without proposing any solution this problem. Also
Bryant’s (1991) proposition of a dialogical model of applied sociology has also not
resolved these issues.

At the theoretical level, the most substantive criticism comes from Archer
(1982), who criticizes Giddens for not resolving the dualism between structure and
agency, but in fact conflating the two. Archer, an advocate of Bhaskar’s (1978)
scientific realism, proposes instead a morphogenetic approach that allegedly avoids
structuration theory’s conflationism through the retention of a stronger analytical
dualism that addresses three dichotomies that Giddens’s concept of the duality of
structure fails to deal with adequately. First, Archer advocates the specification of
degrees of freedom and stringency of constraint, which make it possible to theorize
about variations of voluntarism and determinism. Second, she proposes an analytical
separation of structure and interaction over time, allowing for theorizing about
temporal structuring. Thirdly, retaining an analytical distinction between subject and
object (society) over time allows for theorizing about the influences of actors on
society and vice versa (Archer, 1982: 477).

That Giddens has only very sparsely replied to criticism at the philosophical and
theoretical level (e.g., Giddens, 1989) has contributed to the sustained confusion
surrounding his social theory. Shortly after the publication of The Constitution of
Society (1984), Giddens moved on work on more substantive issues, such as modernity
and identity, never really returning to his socio-theoretical writings. His own lack of
interest in promoting his theory through additional clarifications has hampered the
adoption of his ‘grand theory’ among scholars. It would be presumptuous and wrong
to believe that we can resolve these complex philosophical and theoretical questions.
Rather, we seek to find pragmatic solutions to put his powerful theory to work in the

context of organization theory.
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1.2.3 Why a Structuration Perspective?

Despite the sustained criticism raised against structuration theory, we believe that
organization theory can gain substantially by building on Giddens’s project. Although
structuration theory is primarily concerned with explaining the nature of human action,
Giddens’s theoretical account has inspired a number of organization and management
scholars to cover topics as diverse as organizing (e.g., Ranson et al., 1980), managerial
agency (e.g., Whittington, 1992), entrepreneurship (e.g., Chiasson & Saunders, 2005;
Sarason et al., 2006), innovation (e.g., Coopey et al., 1998), organizational learning
(e.g., Holmqvist, 1999; Berends et al., 2003; Bresnen et al., 2004), accounting (e.g.,
Roberts & Scapens, 1985; Maclntosh & Scapens, 1990; Scapens & Maclntosh, 1996),
technology use (e.g., Orlikowski, 1992; DeSanctis & Poole, 1994), communication
(e.g., Yates & Orlikowski, 1992; Orlikowski & Yates, 1994; Barry & Crant, 2000),
discourse (e.g., Heracleous & Hendry, 2000), knowledge/knowing (e.g., Hargadon &
Fanelli, 2002; Orlikowski, 2002; Goodall & Roberts, 2003; Black et al., 2004; Mengis
& Eppler, 2008), adaptation (e.g., Staber & Sydow, 2002; Howard-Grenville, 2005),
organizational intelligence (e.g., Akgiin et al., 2007), and information systems research
(e.g., Gopal et al., 1992; Jones & Karsten, 2008). Most of these scholars employed
structuration theory to use its integrative capacity for reconciling different theoretical
perspectives. Some have more selectively drawn upon structuration theory’s concepts
to better understand phenomena they investigated (e.g., organizational routines).
Besides ‘ontological affinity’ (Pozzebon, 2004), our motivation for writing this
thesis and advocating a broader and more frequent use of structuration theory in
organization research is fourfold. First, as stated earlier, we believe that structuration
theory’s exploratory and explanatory potential has not yet been fully realized as many
organization scholars are still puzzled by the confusion surrounding its ‘proper’ use.
For this reason, all three papers presented not only focus on advancing particular
research topics, but aim also at making a substantial contribution at the methodological
level. Second, structurationist accounts forcefully reintroduce the human actor as
constitutive factor of organizational phenomena. Such research complements and
contrasts the large body of dehumanized accounts on topics that are inherently related
to humans (e.g., learning, knowing, etc.). Third, structuration theory, as a practice
theory, can contribute to the ‘practice turn’ in organization and strategy research,
which has attracted considerable interest in the past two decades as scholars have

become aware of the limitedness of formal models that do not account for the day-to-
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day doings of organizational members. Finally, comforting scholars with the use of
structuration theory and social theories in general would lead to a higher diversity of

interdisciplinary accounts.

1.3 Structure of This Study

This cumulative dissertation consists of three independent papers. The commonality
between these papers is that each investigates the link between structuration theory and
organization research. Furthermore, each paper contributes on two levels: topic and
methodology. Regarding the first, we employ structuration theory to contribute to
existing research on organizational intelligence, foresight, and identity. In terms of
methodology, we seek to contribute to the ‘correct’ and fruitful use of structuration
theory in organization research. We show how scholars can measure the impact of
social theory, such as structuration theory, on their field of study, how they can
employ structuration theory for theory building based upon critical reflection, and how
they can make sense of data gathered in empirical inquiries using structuration theory
as an interpretative lens. Due to the self-contained nature of each of the three papers,
there may be some redundancy. Table 1-2 summarizes the basic set-up of each paper.
In Chapter 2 (Paper 1), we assess structuration theory’s impact on
organizational intelligence research. In order to assess how Giddens’s structuration
theory has informed organizational intelligence scholars, we take a broad view on the
concept of organizational intelligence. To embrace the full meaning of this elusive
concept, we review different threads of research on organizational intelligence and the
various notions of the term ‘organizational intelligence’ (e.g., information-processing,
learning, knowing, sense-making, adaptation, etc.). To identify publications on
organizational intelligence that have employed structuration theory as a theoretical
basis, we conduct an extensive citation search for articles referencing one or more of
Giddens’s theoretical writings. In total, we identify 17 articles that both relate to the
topic of organizational intelligence and draw substantially on structuration theory. In
contrast to previous evaluations of Giddens’s impact on a field, we adopt a more
analytical approach to assessing how structuration theory has been put to use. We
rate/score each article along 16 dimensions that we consider central to structuration
theory in order to assess the frequency and intensity with which scholars have

employed particular dimensions of Giddens’s theory. We discuss each article in our
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final sample and compare findings across notions and dimensions to better understand

how structuration theory has informed organizational intelligence research.

Table 1-2: Overview of Research Topics and Research Questions

Paper 1 Paper 2 Paper 3
Paper Title Structuration Theory Towards a Practice-Based Resolving High Identity
and Organizational Theory of Foresight in Ambiguity Through
Intelligence Research Organizations Identity Drafting: An
Ethnographic-
Structurational Study
Primary How has structuration How can structuration How can we use
Research theory impacted theory be employed to structuration theory in
Question organizational formulate a theory of an empirical study of
intelligence research? foresight in organizations  social practices involved
that transcends existing in identity construction
dualisms in foresight in situations of high
research? identity ambiguity?
Methodological ~How can we assess the =~ How can structuration How can structuration
Question impact of structuration  theory be employed in theory be deployed in
theory upon a particular  theory development empirical research
field of study? endeavors? projects?
Subject Areas Organizational Foresight Identity
intelligence,
information-processing,
learning, knowledge/
knowing, adaptation

In Chapter 3 (Paper 2), we present a practice-based theory of foresight in
organizations. Despite the growing importance of foresight for organizational survival,
foresight has received limited attention as a research topic. Furthermore, the field of
foresight is highly fragmented as well as characterized by an array of dualisms, such as
individual vs. organizational foresight, foresight as an activity/process vs. foresight as
a capability, and foresight vs. hindsight. We believe that the primary reason for this is
that the topic is severely under-theorized at the ontological level. To provide foresight
research with a solid theoretical basis and resolve existing dualisms, we turn to
Giddens’s theory of structuration. However, employing abstract and general social
theories — such as structuration theory — for the development of more substantive
theories raises some important methodological questions. For example: How do social

theory and more substantive (organization) theories relate to one another? What role

16



can social theory play during the theory building process? Regarding the latter, we
suggest that organization scholars can employ social theories as ‘sensitizing devices’
in empirical inquiries to develop Mertonian-type ‘theories of the middle-range’ (see
Merton, 1967) or as ‘templates,’ i.e. as sources of inspiration to formulate substantive
theories through disciplined theoretical reflection. The theory we present is an example
of the latter.

In Chapter 4 (Paper 3), we explore how Anthony Giddens’s theory of
structuration can be applied in order to analyze organizational members’ social
practices as they create, share, negotiate, and institutionalize identity drafts to resolve
high identity ambiguity. The introduced concept of ‘identity drafts’ denotes socially
constructed, provisional, and future-oriented self-conception blueprints that comprise
the key elements with which to shape or recreate an organization’s identity. We argue
that organizational members engage in the collective praxis of identity drafting when
identity ambiguity is high and a managerial ‘retreat’ into culture for cues as well as
engaging in sense-making or sense-giving cannot resolve identity ambiguity. To
identify and analyze the social practices involved in identity drafting, we conducted an
ethnographic study of the set-up of a corporate venture in a large Swiss industrial
group. We used structuration theory as an analytical lens to make sense of team
members’ conduct. However, despite the broad adoption of structuration theory among
organization and management scholars in recent years, we found that researchers who
used Giddens’s social ontology as analytical lens have paid little attention to the
epistemological and methodological implications of employing his theory in empirical
research projects. We seek to fill this gap by assessing structuration theory’s status as a
‘research programme,’ by presenting a set of general rules for employing Giddens’s
‘grand theory’ in empirical research projects, and by commenting extensively on the
research strategy and design we adopted for our study. This paper seeks to inform
scholars of the premises, pitfalls, and prospects of using structuration theory in
empirical research projects and foster confidence and interest among scholars to
employ Giddens’s rich analytical framework to gain fresh, unexpected insights into
organizational phenomena.

In the Conclusion section, we synthesize the results from all three papers. We
discuss the contributions our accounts make to existing research streams and identify
possible limitations. We conclude our work by discussing to some interesting future

research avenues and a brief overall conclusion.
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2.

Structuration Theory and Organizational
Intelligence Research

Daniel Broger

Abstract: In this paper, we assess Sstructuration theory’s impact on
organizational intelligence research. Since introducing his practice-based
social ontology in 1976, Giddens’s theory has contributed to progress in a
variety of disciplines, including management and organization research
(Bryant, 1999). In order to assess how Giddens’s structuration theory has
informed organizational intelligence scholars, we take a broad view on the
concept of organizational intelligence. To embrace the various meanings of
this elusive concept, we review different organizational intelligence research
threads and the various notions of the term ‘organizational intelligence’ (e.g.,
information-processing, learning, knowing, sense-making, adaptation, etc.).
To identify publications on organizational intelligence that have employed
structuration theory as their theoretical basis, we conduct an extensive
citation search for articles referencing one or more of Giddens’s theoretical
writings. We narrow down the sample of relevant publications by applying a
filter set and conducting an iterative keyword search combined with manual
screening. In total, we identify 17 articles that both relate to the topic of
organizational intelligence and draw substantially on structuration theory. In
contrast to previous evaluations of Giddens’s impact on a field, we adopt a
more analytical approach to assessing how structuration theory has been put
into use. We rate/score each article along 16 dimensions that we consider
central to structuration theory in order to assess the frequency and intensity
of scholars’ employment of particular dimensions of structuration theory. We
discuss each of the 17 articles in our sample and compare findings across
notions and dimensions to better understand how structuration theory has

informed organizational intelligence research.

Keywords: structuration theory, organizational intelligence, learning,

knowledge, information-processing, adaptation, citation analysis
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2.1 Introduction

Organizational intelligence has received increasing attention in recent years from
organization scholars. Wilensky’s (1967) seminal book ‘Organizational Intelligence:
Knowledge and Policy in Government and Industry’ was one of the first publications
dedicated to this topic. While the term ‘intelligence’ has had a long history of use in
the military, denoting information-gathering activities about enemies, Wilensky is
generally credited for introducing the concept of ‘intelligence’ into organization
research.

From the 1960s until the late 1980s, organization and strategy scholars have
employed the term ‘intelligence’ primarily in its classical meaning as a label for
activities related to the processing of information about competitors and the
environment in order to develop promising strategies. During this same period, a small
group of scholars associated with the Organizational Cybernetics specialty area
approached the topic from a different angle. They used the label ‘intelligent’ for
organizations that meet the structural-functional requirements for long-term survival
(e.g., Beer, 1972). This distinction between the strategy-related and the structure-based
research threads is captured in the difference between the terms ‘organizational
intelligence’ and ‘intelligent organization.” However, despite their different focus, both
research threads were based on the information-processing view of organizations.
While the first assessed information-processing activities within organizations, the
latter explored how organizations’ information-processing infrastructure should be
organized so that the organization remains in some state of equilibrium with its
environment.

From the late 1980s onwards, when organization and strategy scholars began to
regard organizations’ resources (e.g., Wernerfelt, 1984; Peteraf, 1993) and capabilities
(e.g., Prahalad & Hamel, 1990; Teece et al., 1997) as sources of competitive
advantage, the use of the term ‘intelligence’ became much more diffuse and
variegated. Intelligence became associated with other terms, such as learning (e.g.,
Hunt & Sanders, 1989; Bettis & Prahalad, 1995; March, 1999), knowledge (e.g., Allee,
1997; Liebowitz, 2000), sense-making (e.g., Choo, 2001), discourse (e.g., Kreps,
1990), adaptation (e.g., Schwaninger, 2006), or foresight (e.g., Beer, 1988; ‘outside
and then’). For our analysis of structuration theory’s impact on research on
organizational intelligence, we decided to embrace this variety of meanings of

‘intelligence’ in the context of organization research. Our analysis is thus not limited
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to publications explicitly employing the term ‘intelligence,” but extended to all
publications referring or relating to one or more of the term’s definitions.

Our analysis of structuration theory’s impact on organizational intelligence
research complements earlier assessments of the use of Giddens’s social ontology in
management research generally (Whittington, 1992), strategic management research
(Pozzebon, 2004), and information systems research (Jones & Karsten, 2008). Our
account contributes at the levels of both topic and methodology. Instead of only
counting citations (see Whittington, 1992), or counting citations and discussing
contributions (see Pozzebon, 2004), we follow a much more analytical approach to
assessing the impact of a particular social theory, such as structuration theory, on an
area of research — in this case, organizational intelligence. To explore how exactly
Giddens’s theory has informed organizational intelligence research, we extract 16
dimensions from his social theory that we consider central. This allows us to assess
publications on organizational intelligence that have made substantial use of
structuration theory along these dimensions to draw a fine-grained and detailed ‘map’
of the parts of structuration theory that have played a role in an account’s
development. An aggregation of results at the level of organizational intelligence’s
different notions, as well as comparing results across notions, allow us to draw
conclusions about the uses of structuration theory and to spot unchartered territories
for future research.

This paper is organized as follows: First, we review the main threads of
organizational intelligence research and explore the different meanings of the term
‘intelligence’ in organization studies. In the second part, we introduce our research
methodology and present some preliminary findings. To search for relevant
publications, we combine a citation analysis covering 12 journals over a period of 35
years (1976 to 2010) with an iterative keyword search and manual screening. In a
second step, we introduce an easy-to-use tool that allows us to assess each article
along the 16 dimensions we consider central to structuration theory. In the third part of
this paper, we employ our analytical methodology to conduct a multidimensional
analysis of the identified articles and discuss each article to provide an in-depth view
of how and why organizational intelligence scholars have used structuration theory in
their accounts. This assessment and discussion is structured according to the different
notions of organizational intelligence defined earlier in the paper. In addition, we
compile the results from our analysis of each paper to depict how Giddens’s social

ontology has informed research on different notions of organizational intelligence. In
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the discussion and conclusion section, we further aggregate our results to perform a
cross-notion and cross-dimension analysis. The goal is to identify the different uses of
structuration theory across various notions of organizational intelligence and to
conclude which aspects have had the greatest impact on organizational intelligence
research. Finally, we draw some general conclusions and make suggestions for future

research.

2.2 Organizational Intelligence — A Multidimensional Concept

Before we assess structuration theory’s impact upon organizational intelligence
research, we need to clarify the term ‘organizational intelligence.” This is not a trivial
task since the term has been used differently by scholars from various subject areas. In
order to conduct a comprehensive impact analysis, we need to embrace these various
uses and meanings of the term. However, since it is not our aim to provide a new
theoretical account on organizational intelligence, it is not necessary to compress the
various aspects covered by the different uses of the term into a single, all-inclusive
working definition. In fact, consolidating the different meanings into a single
definition statement would bear the risk of losing or omitting some meanings of the
term and/or potentially give primacy to a particular use. It is also beyond the scope of
this paper to provide a concluding presentation of all the aspects and details of what
the concept ‘organizational intelligence’ embraces. The goal is rather to offer a broad
overview of its different notions and main uses in the organization and management
literature.

In a next step, we provide a brief review of the two main threads of
organizational intelligence research — the cognitive and the behavioral. Subsequently,
we provide examples of the different uses of the term ‘intelligence’ in organization
research. We offer text excerpts from definition statements referring to organizational
intelligence to provide a broad overview of the variety of topics and aspects addressed
under the label ‘organizational intelligence.” Additionally, we cluster these text
excerpts in accordance with what we call the ‘notions of organizational intelligence’

(e.g., intelligence as learning, etc.).
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2.2.1 Threads of Organizational Intelligence Research

In context of organizations, the use and meaning of the terms ‘intelligence’ and
‘intelligent’ have varied over time. This change in use has occurred alongside shifts in
organization scholars’ research agendas and runs parallel to the more general
‘paradigm shift’ from a market-based to resource and competence-based views of
strategy and competitive advantage in the 1990s. Akgiin et al.’s (2007) discussion on
the main threads of research on ‘organizational intelligence’ provides a useful starting
point to explore the different uses of the terms. They argue that the term
‘organizational intelligence’ has been employed in three generic ways: cognitive,
behavioral and socio-emotional. We briefly discuss these uses, i.e. threads of research
on organizational intelligence in the following paragraphs. However, since we believe
that the socio-emotional use of the term is just another label for what is already
covered by the concept of ‘organizational culture,” we concentrate on the cognitive
and behavioral threads.

The cognitive thread of organizational intelligence research dates back to
Harold Wilensky’s (1967) use of the term in his book ‘Organizational Intelligence:
Knowledge and Policy in Government and Industry.” During times when markets
shifted from being supply-driven to driven by demand and competition, and when
administrative theories and models of organizations became regarded as too limited
and rigid, Wilensky’s analogy between organizations’ and the military’s need for high-
quality information, i.e. intelligence about terrain (environment) and enemies
(competitors), provided a convincing way to think of organizations as open,
information-processing entities. He argued that organizations, like the military, must
overcome obstacles to gathering, processing, interpreting and communicating
information in order to perceive changes in the environment in a timely way and to
avoid decision disasters which could put the organization at risk. Environmental
scanning (e.g., Aguilar, 1967; Fahey & King, 1977; Fahey et al., 1981; Hambrick,
1981, 1982; Culnan, 1983; Jain, 1984; Daft et al., 1988; Thomas et al., 1993; Elenkov,
1997; Choo, 2001) and the analysis of competitive forces and dynamics (e.g., Porter,
1979, 1980) became regarded as key tasks of managers in order to reduce
environmental uncertainty, achieve superior performance, and warrant the long-term
viability of their organizations.

During the the paradigm shift in mainstream research from market (Porter,
1979, 1980) to resource (e.g., Wernerfelt, 1984; Rumelt, 1984; Barney, 1986, 2001;
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Mahoney & Pandian, 1992; Peteraf, 1993) and capability-based theories of
competitive advantage (e.g., Prahalad & Hamel, 1990; Teece et al., 1997), the meaning
of the terms ‘intelligence’ or ‘intelligent’ in the context of organizations became much
more variegated. Information-processing was no longer considered the only ingredient
to intelligence. Instead, to be deemed intelligent, organizations had to become
collective entities capable of thinking, knowing, understanding, and learning (e.g.,
McGill & Slocum, 1994). It was argued that only learning organizations could cope
with the increasing levels of environmental uncertainty (Garvin, 1993).

In parallel to the early information-processing accounts on organizational
intelligence in mainstream organization research, there was a small group of systems
theorists and organization cyberneticists who approached the topic of intelligence from
a more general perspective. Concerned with developing general structural-functional
models of social systems, these scholars argued that intelligence is eventually
something that emerges from the interplay between a system’s parts and functions. A
system, i.e. organization, is considered intelligent if it is organized as an autopoietic,
self-regulating system (Varela et al., 1974; Maturana & Varela, 1980; Luhmann,
1986). This systemic view was accompanied by a second, more focused use of the
term ‘intelligence.’” In his Viable Systems Model (VSM), Beer (1972) used the term to
denote an organization’s function concerned with the ‘outside and then’ (in VSM
referred to as ‘System 4’). Intelligence is an organization’s cognitive meta-system for
looking outwards and keeping the organization in equilibrium with its environment
(see Espejo & Harnden, 1989; Brocklesby et al., 1995; Brocklesby & Cummings,
1996). The difference between these two views is captured by the distinction between
the two terms ‘intelligent organization’ and ‘organizational intelligence.” While the
first refers to a structural property, the second refers to a function or process. What is
interesting about the systems theorists’ and organization cyberneticists’ view is that
the term ‘intelligence’ has a cognitive as well as behavioral meaning. An organization
deemed intelligent not only processes information but transforms it into effective
behavior. The latter is not understood as a reactive adaptation to perceived changes in
the environment. Effective organizational behavior requires an active engagement in
and shaping of the environment (see Schwaninger, 2003).

In contrast to the purely cognitive view of intelligence and mostly in line with
the newer cognitivist-behaviorist approach of organization cybernetics, the behaviorist
thread of intelligence research suggests that intelligence is neither a trait nor a

function, but a phenomenon — like the concepts of ‘mind’ or ‘personality’ — for which
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behavior is in fact the only objective referent (Schlinger, 2003). Thus, organizations do
not have intelligence, they can only demonstrate intelligence by acting appropriately in
relation to changing conditions or problems (Glynn, 1996). An intelligent organization
can “maintain itself, adapt, change, and grow within [its] environment” (Stalinski,
2004: 59). Weber et al. (1990: 290) argue that an organization’s intelligence can only
be assessed in terms of its ability to deal with environmental uncertainty and
equivocality. Again, coping with uncertainty is not limited to reactive, but rather
essentially proactive behavior. Intelligent behavior implies that the organization
actively shapes its environment based on its aims and abilities (Akgiin et al., 2007).

Intelligence is effectiveness in goal attainment.

2.2.2 Notions of Organizational Intelligence

While the behavioral thread of organizational intelligence research is rather unified,
the cognitivist view is much more fragmented. Within the latter, the term and construct
‘organizational intelligence’ has been employed and defined in relation to an array of
other terms and constructs, such as learning, knowledge, sense-making, discourse,
adaptation, and foresight. To broadly assess structuration theory’s impact on
organizational intelligence research, we need to account for these different sub-threads
within the cognitive stream of research. However, to avoid unnecessary redundancy
with the foregoing discussion of the two threads of organizational intelligence
research, we confine our assessment to the presentation of text excerpts in which
organization scholars have defined the concept of organizational intelligence. The
following table lists various definitions of the term ‘organizational intelligence’ and

clusters them according their primary notion.

Table 2-1: Notions of Organizational Intelligence

Notion Authors & Citations ( in chronological order)

Information- ~ Wilensky (1967): “/Organizational intelligence refers to | gathering, processing,
processing interpreting, and communicating the technical and political information needed in
the decision-making process” (p. 3)

Feldman & March (1981): “Reputations for organizational intelligence are built
on capabilities for securing, analyzing, and retrieving information in a timely and
intelligent way” (p. 171)

25



Table 2-1: Notions of Organizational Intelligence (continued)

Information-
processing
(continued)

Knowledge

Learning

Sense-
making

Discourse

Huber (1990): “Organizational intelligence is the output or product of an
organization's efforts to acquire, process, and interpret information external to
the organization” (p. 52)

Glynn (1996): “Organizational intelligence is an organization's capability to
process, interpret, encode, manipulate, and access information in a purposeful,
goal-directed manner, so it can increase its adaptive potential in the environment
in which it operates” (p. 1088)

Allee (1997): “Knowledge is the basic component of organizational intelligence”
(p-87)

Liebowitz (2000): “The collective knowledge of an organization must be
synthesized to form organizational intelligence” (p. 31)

Levitt & March (1988): “Organizational learning from experience is not only a
useful perspective from which to describe organizational change, it is also an
important instrument of organizational intelligence” (p. 333)

Hunt & Sanders (1989): “It is reasonable to consider organizations as intelligent
systems because they have the capability to abstract, interact, and learn from
their environments” (p. 476)

Bettis & Prahalad (1995): “[/A]n organization’s intelligence is the ability of the
organization to learn” (p. 8)

March (1999): “An intelligent organization is one that adopts procedures that
consistently do well [...] in the face of constraints” (p. 1)

Choo (2001): “The organizational intelligence/learning process is a continuous
cycle of activities that includes sensing the environment, developing perceptions
and generating meaning through interpretation, using memory about past
experience to help perception, and taking action based on the interpretations
developed” (p. 17)

Kreps (1990): “Stories are repositories of organizational intelligence” (p. 191)

Chandon & Nadler (2000): “/D]iscourse is a medium of knowledge creation and
application [enhancing organizational intelligence] ” (p. 125)

Schwaninger (2001): “/OJrganizational intelligence demands reinventing the
company, abolishing [..] outdated recipes of success and building new
competencies. Constant creative tension between normative management and
strategy making are necessary for a company to evolve. The pertinent connection
is not an algorithmic one, but it must express itself in a strenuous process of
organizational discourse” (p. 144)
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Table 2-1: Notions of Organizational Intelligence (continued)

Adaptation/ Schwaninger (2006): “/T]he basic faculties that distinguish intelligent

Behavior organizations are the abilities to adapt to changing situations [...]; to influence
and shape their environment [ ...]; if necessary, to find a new milieu (“playing
field”) or to reconfigure themselves anew within their environment; and finally to
make a positive net contribution to the viability and development of the larger
wholes in which they are embedded” (p. 7; enumeration and emphases removed)

Foresight Whitehead (1931): “/F]oresight is the crucial feature of the intelligent business
mind” (cited in Tsoukas & Shepherd, 2004a: 137)

Turner (1976): “[I]ntelligence failures are failures of foresight” (p. 378)
Beer (1988): “/T] he intelligence function of an organization refers to manag/[ing]
the outside-and-then” (p. 115)

Other Allee (2002): “Organizational intelligence is an organization’s autopoietic
network” (p. 50f.)

This selection of statements on organizational intelligence indicates the breadth of its
use and the multidimensionality of organizational intelligence as a scientific concept.
While most scholars tend to stress only one particular aspect, i.e. notion of
organizational intelligence, some scholars provide more embracive definitions. For
example, McMaster (1996) defines organizational intelligence as “the capacity of a
corporation as a whole to gather information, to innovate, to generate knowledge, and

to act effectively based on the knowledge it has generated” (p. 3).

2.3  Methodology and Some Preliminary Findings

To assess the adoption of structuration theory by organization intelligence scholars and
how Giddens has contributed to progress in this field, we adopted a two-step approach
which combines citation search and analysis with a special form of content analysis.
We carried out an extensive citation search for articles referring to one or more of
Giddens’s works on structuration theory. We then condensed our sample of articles by
applying a set of filters, such as subject area. In a subsequent iterative keyword search
and manual screening of article abstracts, we extracted those articles which touch upon
organizational intelligence in the broadest sense. Each article of the remaining sample
was then assessed according to how substantially it uses structuration theory. The goal

was to identify articles which draw considerably on Giddens’s ontology of the social.
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Each of the 17 remaining articles was then categorized according to its primary notion
of organizational intelligence (e.g., learning, knowing, etc.). To actually assess the use
of structuration theory in each article, we developed a simple but powerful tool which
allowed us to rate each article along the 16 dimensions we consider central to
structuration theory. Some of these dimensions directly resemble concepts introduced
by Giddens (e.g., knowledgeability, duality of structure), while others represent more
general aspects of structuration theory (e.g., interaction). Assessing each article in the
final sample according to these 16 dimensions allowed us to draw a detailed ‘map’ of
organizational intelligence scholars’ adoption of structuration theory. Each step of our
analysis is outlined in more detail below. In addition, we discuss some preliminary

findings which incurred during the search and analysis process.

2.3.1 Citation Search and Analysis

To identify the large body of articles in organization and management research which
draw upon structuration theory, we conducted an extensive citation search using IS/
Web of Knowledge’s Cited Reference Search function. In a first step, we searched for
articles citing at least one of Anthony Giddens’s three theoretical works on
structuration theory: New Rules of Sociological Method (NRSM; 1976); Central
Problems of Social Theory (CPST; 1979); and The Constitution of Society (CS; 1984).
We conducted our search in three databases (SSCI, SCI-EXPANDED, and A&HCI)
and applied additional filters for language (English) and publication type (article) to
narrow our search. The decision to focus on articles was based on the assumption that
the review process prior to the publication of articles operates as a quality assurance
procedure. Limiting our analysis to articles, however, bears the risk of missing
contributions that were not published in the form of an article. The following table
summarizes our findings after this initial step. The column labeled ‘%’ represents the
ratio between the number of references made to a particular work compared to the total
number of citations (countfNRSM]/ count{NRSM and/or CPST and/or CS]):
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Table 2-2: Number of Articles Referencing Structuration Theory

Key Publications on Structuration Theory Count %
New Rules of Sociological Method (NRSM) 679 14%
Central Problems of Social Theory (CPST) 1736 35%
The Constitution of Society (CS) 3386 68%
NRSM and/or CPST and/or CS (overall sample) 5013 100%

These findings indicate that Giddens’s most seminal and comprehensive work related
to structuration theory, The Constitution of Society (1984), is also the primary work
cited by scholars from various fields employing structuration theory in some way or
another. In approximately seven out of ten cases (68%), authors have referenced this
work either alone or in combination with NRSM and/or CPST. Although Giddens had
already outlined the main threads of structuration theory in New Rules of Sociological
Method (1976) and elaborated on them in Central Problems of Social Theory (1979),
we were surprised to find that only 35% of all articles have referenced CPST and only
14% cited NRSM. One of the main reasons for this may be that CS is by far the most
detailed account on structuration theory reiterating many of the ideas introduced in
earlier writings. Furthermore, Giddens’s decision to give CS the subtitle ‘Outline of
the Theory of Structuration’ may also have contributed to its prominence. Especially
those who referred to structuration theory without making substantial use of its ideas
and concepts seem to have exclusively referenced CS, ignoring Giddens’s previous
theoretical works. It is also interesting that there is little overlap between references to
NRSM, CPST, and CS. In most cases, authors have referred to only one of the three
works (calculation of overlap: 1 — count [NRSM and/or CPST and/or CS] /
{count[NRSM] + count[ CPST] + count[CS]} = 13.6%).

Within our overall sample, the subject area that cited Giddens’s work the most
is, not very surprisingly, sociology (998 citations) followed by management (743),
geography (446), educational research (307), anthropology (302), interdisciplinary
social sciences (301), and business (292). Overall, Giddens has been cited in over 100
subject areas. This is indicative of the breadth of the discussions and applications his
work has spurred since he introduced his social theory in the mid-1970s.

For the purpose of analyzing Giddens’s impact on organizational intelligence
research, we filtered the above sample for publications categorized under the subject

areas ‘management’ and ‘business.” This filter reduced our overall sample by 84% to
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827 articles (see Table 2-3). The column ‘Red.” indicates the reducing effect of this
filter.

Table 2-3: References from Organization and Management Scholars

Key Publications on Structuration Theory Count % Red.
A.. New Rules of Sociological Method 84 10% 88%
B.  Central Problems of Social Theory 280 34% 84%
C. The Constitution of Society 600 73% 82%
D. NRSM and/or CPST and/or CS (overall sample) 827 100% 84%

We subsequently filtered our sample for articles which underwent a rigorous review
process. Following Singh et al. (2007), we assumed that the quality, i.e. rank of a
journal is a valid indicator of the quality and relevance of articles published within that
journal. We thus filtered the remaining sample for articles published in one of the

following twelve journals:

Table 2-4: List of Journals Analyzed

Top 8 Mgmt/Org Journals on Structuration: Selected Other Mgmt/Org Journals:

Organization Studies Journal of Management Inquiry

Human Relations Journal of Organizational Change Mgmt
Journal of Management Studies Strategic Management Journal
Organization Science Journal of Organizational Behavior

Academy of Management Review
Administrative Science Quarterly
Organization

Academy of Management Journal

The left column lists those top-ranked management and organization journals that have
published the most articles referencing structuration theory in decreasing order in
terms of citations. Organization Studies (97 articles) is the journal which has published
by far the most articles making reference to structuration theory, followed by Human
Relations (57), the Journal of Management Studies (56), and Organization Science
(50). The right column lists four additional journals which we regarded as relevant to
our analysis. These journals were included based on their overall relevance within the

scientific community.
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The following table provides an overview of how each of these journals has

contributed to the dissemination of structuration theory among organization scholars.

The number in front of each journal indicates its overall rank among journals that have

published articles referencing structuration theory. The column entitled ‘Rating’

indicates the journal rating according to the WU Wien Rating May 2008 published in

the latest Journal Quality Report (see Harzing, 2010).

Table 2-5: Results from Citations Analysis after Subject Area Filter

Journals Searched

Top 8 Mgmt/Org Journals on Structuration:
. Organization Studies (OS)

. Human Relations (HR)

. Journal of Management Studies (JMS)

. Organization Science (OSc)

. Academy of Management Review (AMR)
. Administrative Science Quarterly (ASQ)
. Organization (O)

0 N N L B WD

. Academy of Management Journal (AMJ)

Selected Other Journals:

12. Journal of Management Inquiry (JMI)
12. Journal of Org. Change Mgmt (OCM)
18. Strategic Management Journal (SMJ)

22. Journal of Organizational Behavior (JOB)
Total Citations

* = NRSM and/or CPST and/or CS ** Harzing (2010)

NRSM  CPST
15 38
9 24
7 27
1 19
5 15
7 11
4
3
- 3
4 6
- 3
- 1
55 161

cs

69
36
36
37
17
16
20
16

12

283

All*

97
57
56
50
33
29
25
21

14
14
10

415

Rating**

A
A
A
A+
A+
A+
A
A+

n/a
A+

The effect of filtering for articles published in the above journals is illustrated in the

following table:

Table 2-6: Results from Citations Analysis after Selected Journal Filter

Key Publications on Structuration Theory

New Rules of Sociological Method

Central Problems of Social Theory

The Constitution of Society

NRSM and/or CPST and/or CS (overall sample)

Count

55
161
283
415

%

13%
31%
68%
100%

Red.

35%
43%
53%
50%

31



Applying this filter reduced our overall sample by an additional 50%. However, this
did not significantly impact the overall distribution of references to NRSM, CPST, and
CS (Column ‘%’; compare to Table 2-3). The Constitution of Society (1984) remains
the most cited work on structuration theory. The number of publications which have
referenced more than one work remains relatively low (overlap of only 16.8%).

An analysis of the temporal distribution of articles in this sample indicates that
structuration theory had its highest impact in organization and management research
only about 25 years after its introduction, i.e. from year 2000 onwards. The following

table depicts the development of citations since the introduction of structuration.

Table 2-7: Temporal Analysis of Structuration Theory’s Impact

76-79 80-84 85-89 90-94 95-99 00-04 05-09 10-  Total
0S 5 4 14 19 20 30 5 97
HR 1 5 6 8 18 16 3 57
IMS 1 3 12 11 4 19 5 1 56
0Sc 4 16 14 13 3 50
AMR 1 5 5 7 8 2 33
ASQ 6 6 7 3 4 1 2 29
0 2 14 6 3 25
AMJ 1 4 1 10 5 21
IMI 5 4 5 14
OCM 2 3 8 1 14
SMJ 3 5 1 10
JoB 2 5 2 9
Total Citations 1 16 33 54 70 116 102 23 415

Compared to Whittington (1992), our analysis is more extensive in at least two
regards. First, it covers a broader range of journals (12 vs. 3), and second, our analysis
spans over a longer time period (1976-2009 vs. 1980-1990). Overall, our analysis
provides a much broader picture of the adoption of structuration theory by
management and organization scholars. The numbers in the above table indicate that
structuration theory has been recognized as a valuable theoretical source to advance
topics of organization and management but with some delay. Reason for this may be

that articles referencing Giddens often comprise qualitative empirical accounts and
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that it took some time for some editorial boards to accept more socio-theoretically
informed qualitative research in their journals.

The above analysis also shows that the adoption of structuration theory has
picked up significantly only after Whittington (1992) published his results. How much
his analysis has contributed to the adoption of structuration theory among organization
and management scholars cannot be said with certainty. However, according to the ISI
Web of Science’s Social Science Citation Index (WoS/SSCI) Whittington (1992) has
been cited 97 times as of end of 2010, which indicates that his account has been

respected as a relevant contribution to the topic.

2.3.2 Keyword Search and Manual Screening of Articles

In the second phase of our analysis, the goal was to extract articles related to the topic
of organizational intelligence in some way or another from our remaining sample of
415 articles. For this purpose, we used ISI Web of Knowledge’s keyword search
function to filter articles by searching for terms related to the different notions of
organizational intelligence outlined in the foregoing part of the paper (e.g., learning,
knowing, etc.). Our search process was an iterative one. After identifying a relevant
article, we screened its abstract and keyword list for related terms (e.g., knowledge/
knowing) or alternative spellings of a keyword (e.g., sense-making/sensemaking)
which we then used in a new search. This iterative search procedure allowed us to
identify articles which might have gone unnoticed had we worked only with a fixed
list of keywords consisting of the different notions of organizational intelligence. The
following table exhibits the keywords we used in our search. The number in brackets
after each keyword indicates the number of hits a search term generated within our
remaining sample (Note: due to the relatedness of communication and discourse, we

integrated the latter into the information-processing notion for further analysis.)

Table 2-8: Keyword List for Iterative Search

Notions of Intelligence Search Terms (Number of Articles in the Sample)
Intelligence Intelligence (1), intelligent (0)
Information-processing Information-processing (0), information (41), processing (4),

cognition (9), technology (81), thinking (11), communication (39),
conversation (13), discourse (53)

33



Table 2-8: Keyword List for Iterative Search (continued)

Knowledge Knowledge (80), knowing (12)

Learning Learning (32)

Adaptation Adaptation (14), change (109)

Sense-making Sense-making (28), sensemaking (30), interpretation (21)
Foresight Foresight (0), anticipation (1), future (24)

While our keyword search allowed us to scour our sample for relevant articles, many
of the articles identified through our keyword search did not relate to organizational
intelligence. Especially search terms such as ‘change,” ‘knowledge,” ‘technology,” and
‘future’ delivered a high number of hits of which only a few focused on questions
related to our topic. For example, the search term ‘change’ yielded 109 hits but most
articles related to other research topics, such as strategic change or change
management. Similarly, the keyword ‘discourse’ yielded 53 hits but most articles used
the term to relate to scientific discourse rather than discourse in organizations.
Consequently, to identify the articles relevant to our topic, we manually reviewed the
abstract of each article identified in the keyword search process. In case an article did
relate to the topic of organizational intelligence in the broadest sense, we screened the
body of that article to evaluate whether the article does in fact build on structuration
theory. Our manual screening process was guided by two questions: (a) ‘Is the
article’s central topic one related to organizational intelligence in the broad sense?’
and (b) ‘Does the article substantially build upon structuration theory?’. Only articles
for which both questions were answered in the affirmative were included in our final
sample. Ultimately, we retained only 17 articles from the total of 415 comprised in our

sample prior to the keyword search and manual screening.

2.3.3 Assessing the Impact and Uses of Structuration Theory

Since structuration theory provides a rich array of terms, concepts, and ideas which
can be employed quite flexibly and selectively in research projects (see Giddens, 1989:
294), we needed to find a way to assess how authors have made use of structuration
theory’s propositions and elements. When assessing a paper, there are two questions to

be addressed. First, we asked what overall role structuration theory played in the
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article. Does an account substantially draw upon structuration theory or does it only
make use of its rhetoric? As mentioned in the foregoing paragraph, we considered only
those articles which drew substantially upon structuration theory. Certainly, to draw a
dividing line between what is considered a substantial and what is considered an
insubstantial use of structuration theory is not entirely free from subjective judgment.
However, our engagement with Giddens’s theoretical project over the last years
provided us with the necessary depth of understanding of his writings to make this
decision.

The second question to be answered was which dimensions/aspects of structuration
theory authors employed and with what intensity. To answer this question and assess
in more detail how authors have made use of structuration theory in their accounts, we
extracted 16 dimensions from Giddens’s theoretical writings which we regard as
central (see Table 2-9). The various dimensions can be grouped into three clusters:
agential dimensions, structural dimensions, and those that reconcile the former with
the latter.

Table 2-9: Dimensions of Structuration Theory

Dimensions Abbr. Explanation

Agential Dimensions:

Knowledgeability KN Actors know a great deal about the circumstances of their
conduct and that of others; most knowledge is practical in
nature and thus part of our practical consciousness

Agency, Action AA Actors are purposive agents with the power to intervene in
the world; they can always ‘act differently’

Routinization RT Most day-to-day conduct is regularized/taken for granted
Interaction IC Social life is a collective project constituted in interaction

Unintended Consequences UC Actors cannot anticipate and overview all the consequences
of their conduct; consequences of action may reach out
considerably in time and space

Ontological Security OS Confidence/trust that the world is as it appears to be
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Table 2-9: Dimensions of Structuration Theory (continued)

Structural Dimensions:

Rules and Resources

Signification Structure

Domination Structure

Legitimation Structure

Enablement and Constraint

Non-Determinacy

Reconciliation:

Duality of Structure

Modalities

Structuration

Social Institutions

SS

DS

LS

EC

ND

DU

MO

ST

SI

Structures are comprised of rules and resources; structures
are virtual, existing only as memory traces; structures
become real only through appropriation

First structural dimension of social systems; part of shared
schemes which allow actors to understand others’ conduct

Second structural dimension of social systems; power allows
actors to mobilize resources to get things done

Third structural dimension of social systems; normative side
of shared rules which allows for sanctioning of conduct

Structures not only constrain conduct, they also enable it

Human conduct is not determined by structures; structures
are contingent claims which have to be actively mobilized by

knowledgeable agents (mostly through practical reasoning)

Structure is both the medium and outcome of conduct

Structures of signification (SS), domination (DS), and
legitimation (LS) are available to actors as interpretative
schemes, resources, and norms

Social relations are structured across time and space, in
virtue of the duality of structure

Depending on their relationship, the structural dimensions
(SS, DS, LS) can form symbolic orders, political institutions,
economic institutions, or legal institutions

During our manual review of an article, we assigned an integer score between zero

(i.e. empty) and three (‘3”) to each dimension, where ‘empty’ means the article does

not make reference to a particular dimension of structuration theory and ‘3’ means the

dimension plays a decisive role in the article’s argumentation. The scores for each

paper were then compiled into a table (see Table 2-10). We created such a table for

each notion of organizational intelligence comprising the relevant articles and their use

of structuration theory. This allowed us to analyze each notion of organizational

intelligence as a whole.
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Table 2-10: Template for Assessing the Use of Structuration Theory

Agency Structure Reconciliation F 1
KN AA RT IC UC OS RR SS DS LS EC ND DU MO ST SI

[A] [YEAR]*

F ([notion]) e e e o, .. . z
I ([notion]) e e e e e e .. . (0]

[A] [YEAR] [Author(s) /Article A] [YEAR]

The first column of the table comprises the code for a particular article identified in the
foregoing steps. To which article a code refers is defined at the bottom of the table.
This first column is followed by 16 columns, one for each of the 16 dimensions we
defined as elemental to structuration theory (see Table 2-9). We assessed each article
by assigning a score (consisting of whole numbers) to each dimension ranging from 0
or ‘empty’ (=no reference to this dimension) to 3 (=this dimension forms a part of this
paper’s theoretical core). Column ‘F’ (frequency of use) indicates how many of the 16
dimensions each article employs irrespective of each dimension’s core. In contrast,
column ‘I’ (intensity of use) exhibits the average score of each dimension referred to
in a paper. It is calculated as the sum of scores for each 16 dimensions divided by the
total number of dimensions employed (‘F’). Thus, while the F-score indicates how
comprehensively structuration theory has been adopted, the I-score indicates how
intensely authors have, on average, made use of the concepts and ideas they have
adopted from structuration theory. A low I-score indicates that the authors of an article
may have referred to particular dimensions of structuration theory in passim without
further employing them to develop the account. Both, F and I-scores provided us with
a means to compare articles with regard to their adoption of the various dimensions of
structuration theory.

This procedure for calculating frequency and intensity scores for each article in
our final sample (horizontal axis), also holds true for the assessment of each of the 16
dimensions across a particular set of articles. To get a good overall view of the
adoption of different dimensions of structuration theory, we also computed a
frequency and intensity score for each dimension. Analogous to the F and I-scores on
the horizontal axis, F([notion]] indicates how often a dimension has been given

consideration in the set of articles referring to a particular notion of organizational
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intelligence. I([notion]) indicates the average use of a particular dimension across the
set of articles analyzed. It is calculated as the sum of scores for a dimension divided
by the number of articles which have referred to that dimension.

In the discussion and conclusion part of this paper, we will aggregate the
findings with regard to each notion to perform a cross-notion/dimension comparison.
Based on the aggregation of our findings in terms of the frequency and the intensity of
use of the 16 dimensions of structuration theory, we draw a 3x3-matrix that sorts the
16 dimensions according to their overall usage, i.e. impact on organizational
intelligence research.

In the section that follows, we present our findings from this analysis. The
analysis and discussion are structured along the different notions of organizational
intelligence (e.g., intelligence as learning). In addition to the results from our
assessment assembled in a score table, we discuss each article in some detail to
provide a comprehensive picture of how structuration theory has been ‘put into use’ by

different scholars.

2.4  Structuration Theory and Organizational Intelligence Research

Despite our extensive literature search, we found only one article that has applied
structuration theory directly to the topic of organizational intelligence. However, we
have noted earlier that the topic of organizational intelligence in a broader sense is
closely related to a variety of other concepts, such as information-processing, learning,
knowing, sense-making, and so forth, which can in fact be regarded as ‘notions of
organizational intelligence.” If we treat these notions as part of organizational
intelligence in a broader sense, then the impact of structuration theory has been
greater. Scholars have employed Giddens’s socio-theoretical writings to investigate an
array of topics, such as organizational learning (e.g., Berends et al., 2003),
communication (e.g., Yates & Orlikowski, 1992), knowledge (e.g., Orlikowski, 2002),
discourse (e.g., Heracleous & Hendry, 2000), and adaptation (e.g., Staber & Sydow,
2002). Taking these notions of organizational intelligence into consideration, we
identified 17 publications that made substantial use of structuration theory. The
following table lists our final sample of articles. The articles are grouped according to

the period in which they were published (horizontal axis) and their primary notion of
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organizational intelligence (vertical axis). Since no article was published prior to 1990,
we omitted that period from our table.

Table 2-11: Structurationist Contributions to Organizational Intelligence

Notions 1990-1999 2000-2010

Intelligence - Akgiin et al. (2007)
Information- Orlikowski (1992) Barry & Crant (2000)
processing Yates & Orlikowski (1992) Heracleous & Hendry (2000)

Orlikowski & Yates (1994)
DeSanctis & Poole (1994)

Knowledge/ - Hargadon & Fanelli (2002)
Knowing Orlikowski (2002)
Goodall & Roberts (2003)
Black et al. (2004)
Mengis & Eppler (2008)
Learning Holmgvist (1999) Berends et al. (2003)

Bresnen et al. (2004)

Adaptation - Staber & Sydow (2002)
Howard-Grenville (2005)

Sense-making

Foresight - -

Total Articles 5 12

Our final sample of articles suggests that Giddens’s influence on organizational
intelligence research has been moderate and that it has not occurred simultaneously
across its different notions. As already stated, we found no relevant publication in the
period from Giddens’s publication of ‘New Rules of Sociological Method’ in 1976 up
to the end of the 1980s. During these early years, scholars employed structuration
theory to provide alternative conceptions of, for example, organizational structuring
(Ranson et al., 1980). Since the 1990s, Giddens’s social theory has been increasingly
recognized as a valuable source of inspiration for advancing insights into an array of
topics. In the area of organizational intelligence research, structuration theory was first
adopted by researchers interested in information-processing and technology use in
organizations. From there it quickly spread to other areas of research, such as
organizational knowledge/knowing and learning in organizations. However, while

scholars of information-processing and technology use (e.g., Yates & Orlikowski,
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1992; DeSanctis & Poole, 1994) built substantially upon Giddens’s work, early
adopters in the field of organizational knowledge/knowing and learning employed it in
a superficial rather than a substantive way. This changed after Hargadon and Fanelli
(2002) presented their structurational account on organizational knowledge/knowing
and Berends et al. (2003) published their account on organizational learning shortly
after the turn of the century. During this time, also the topic of discourse in
organizations was investigated by scholars employing structuration theory as an
analytical frame (e.g., Heracleous & Hendry, 2000). Structuration theory has only
recently been directly applied to the topic of organizational intelligence (see Akgiin et
al., 2007). The overall pattern of diffusion is not very surprising, given that the
information-processing view of organizational intelligence has a very long history and
that research on organizational knowledge, learning, and discourse in mainstream
organization research has been limited until the mid-1990s. Overall, the diffusion of
structurationist thinking across these areas of study resembles the larger shifts in
research interests among organization and management scholars. However, we were
surprised by the fact that no author has yet employed structuration theory to explore
the topic of sense-making in organizations. However, a more detailed analysis
revealed that some articles, such as that of Taylor and Robichaud (2004) on discourse
or Mengis and Eppler’s (2008) analysis of the roles of face-to-face conversations in
organizations, have referred to the topic of sense-making as a secondary concern.
Finally, it was not very surprising that no author has yet employed structuration theory
to explore the topic of foresight given that this topic has not yet gained much attention
from mainstream organization research.

Overall, the limited number of contributions that have substantially employed
structuration theory to advance issues of organizational intelligence indicates that
Giddens’s socio-theoretical project has not been embraced by mainstream research,
but has remained a specialty advocated by a few scholars. This hypothesis finds
additional support in the fact that several articles in our sample were published by the
same authors (e.g., Wanda Orlikowski, Loizos Heracleous). One of the reasons for the
limited adoption of Giddens’s grand social theory among organizational intelligence
scholars may be that his theory is difficult to employ. Its complexity, its opposition to
more wide-spread socio-theoretical accounts in organization research (e.g., Parsons’
structural functionalism), and Giddens’s limited concern with matters of empirical
research (e.g., Gregson, 1989; Bryant, 1999) may have caused scholars to recoil from

embracing his social theory in their research endeavors.
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In the following paragraphs, we provide an in-depth analysis, discussion, and critical
review of each of the articles in our final sample. Our assessment is structured along
the notions of organizational intelligence. For each article, we asked: ‘What are the
theoretical shortcomings addressed by the article?’; ‘What is gained by employing
Structuration theory as an ontological framework?’; and ‘What potential topics and
aspects not addressed by the paper demand further research?” We start our

assessment by reviewing Akgiin et al.’s (2007) article on organizational intelligence.

2.4.1 The Structuration of Organizational Intelligence

Driven by the high degree of fragmentation in organizational intelligence research, the
reductionisms resulting from a focus on either cognitive, behavioral or emotional
aspects of organizational intelligence, and the ongoing discourse regarding the
ontological basis of organizational intelligence, Akgilin et al. (2007) employ
structuration theory to develop a more unified theory of organizational intelligence.
The authors argue that a comprehensive understanding of organizational intelligence
demands an integration of cognitive, behavioral, and socio-emotional aspects of
intelligence and a resolution of the ontological distinction between individual and
organizational intelligence.

Akgiin et al.’s (2007) article outlines the main arguments of each of the three
threads of organizational intelligence research. While proponents of the cognitive
thread regard intelligence mostly as a rather fixed property, which is based on a
person’s or organization’s capacity to process information, advocates of the behavioral
thread argue that intelligence should rather be understood as a phenomenon similar to
that of ‘mind’ or ‘personality’ for which “the only objective referents are the behaviors
that occasion the terms” (Akgiin et al., 2007: 276). Finally, the socio-emotional thread
of research has defined organizational intelligence as the “ability to understand and
relate to people” (p. 277).

To present a unified model of organizational intelligence, Akgiin et al. (2007)
make broad use of structuration theory to show how these different threads of
organizational intelligence research relate to one another. To account for the different
uses and definitions of the term, they define organizational intelligence as “a
manifestation of information processing, adaptive and emotional capabilities which are

instantiated, reproduced, and changed through structures of signification, domination,
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and legitimation, and vice versa” (p. 283). Their definition of organizational
intelligence comprises not only the three main uses of the term (information
processing, adaptive, emotional), but it takes on board Giddens’s logic for reconciling
agential and structural aspects of social conduct. Further, Akgiin et al. (2007) propose
that it is feasible to operationalize the organizational intelligence construct. Based
upon Huber’s (1991) information-processing capability constructs, Staber and
Sydow’s (2002) adaptive capability constructs, and Huy’s (1999) emotional
intelligence constructs, Akgiin et al. (2007) °‘operationalize’ the organizational
intelligence construct as the “reciprocal interactions of multiplexity, loose coupling,
redundancy, information acquisition, interpretation, dissemination, storage, and
implementation, and the dynamics of experiencing, reconciling, identification,
encouragement, displaying freedom, and playfulness which are mediated by the
process of interactions or human actions” (p. 285).

Akgiin et al. (2007) draw broadly upon structuration theory to develop their
original account of organizational intelligence and reconcile existing dualisms. The

results from our assessment are shown in Table 2-12.

Table 2-12: The Structuration of Organizational Intelligence

Agency Structure Reconciliation F I
KN AA RT IC UC OS RR SS DS LS EC ND DU MO ST SI
A/B/K (2007)* 2 1 2 2 2 2 1 1 1 2 2 1 12 1.6
Frequency (F) I 1 1 1 I 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 12
Intensity (I) 2.0 1.0 2.0 2.0 2.0 2.0 1.0 1.0 1.0 20 20 1.0 1.6
A/B/K (2007) Akgiin, Byrne & Keskin (2007)
(*=contains empirical work; 1=weak/marginal; 2=moderate; 3=central/strong; F=Frequency Score; I=Intensity Score)

While Akgiin et al.’s (2007) article takes on board many concepts of structuration
theory (high F-score; 12 out of 16), it lacks theoretical depth (indicated by the
relatively low I-score of 1.6 in the range of 1 to 3). Although their account is a clear
demonstration of structuration theory’s value as a firm basis for a unified theory of
organizational intelligence, the authors remain exemplary and superficial in their use
of the various concepts. For example, while their definition and operationalization of
organizational intelligence are embracive, the case study presented only touches upon
a few aspects of the phenomenon to illustrate how structuration theory can help to

grasp the aspects covered by their theory. The focus is almost exclusively upon
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elaborating Staber and Sydow’s (2002) adaptive capability concepts while other
elements are not or only marginally covered by the case study. In this light, their
operationalization statement seems like nothing more than an arbitrary enumeration or
‘bricolage’ of constructs.

In addition, there are several passages in the paper that raise doubts about the
authors’ proficiency with regard to structuration theory. Not only are the authors
sloppy in their use of terms (e.g., ‘duality of structuration’ instead of ‘duality of
structure’; p. 278), but they seem to have a limited grasp of structuration theory’s core
assumptions. For example, stating that organizational intelligence is ‘functional’ to
behavior (p. 286) stands in sharp contrast to structuration theory’s global rejection of
functionalist explanations of human conduct. Furthermore, arguing that information
processing as well as adaptive and emotional capabilities are “changed through
structures of signification, domination, and legitimation” neglects Giddens’s statement
that change emanates from actors’ doings and not from structural ‘forces’ acting upon
acting subjects. Either the authors had forgotten to mention that the social actor is the
mediating instance in all of this, or they partially reintroduce the determinism view
which Giddens dispelled.

Throughout the paper it remains unclear what exactly their understanding of
organizational intelligence is. Arguing that organizational intelligence is something
that is ‘“created, potentially changed and then recreated” (p. 283) suggests that
intelligence is conceived as some sort of reified object. This is supported by the
author’s remark that organizational intelligence is ‘functional’ to behavior (p. 286; see
also above). Elsewhere in the article, organizational intelligence is defined as a
“property of [...] interactions” (p. 286), or as “an everyday activity cognitively
distributed and demonstrated by the behavior of people, and the culture and routines of
the organization” (p. 286). The latter is the only one of the three definitions that is true
to structuration theory as it describes organizational intelligence as a set of social
practices.

Despite these shortcomings, Akgiin et al.’s (2007) account provides a good
starting-point for scholars to develop a more unified theory of organizational
intelligence. However, future research should embrace structuration theory’s full
explanatory power to provide accounts with more analytical depth or employ the
concepts of structuration theory as ‘sensitizing devices’ to empirically investigate

organizational intelligence.
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2.4.2 The Structuration of Organizational Information-processing

Organizational intelligence has traditionally been associated with an organization’s
capacity to gather, process, and interpret information in a timely way to support
decision-making and adaptation (Wilensky, 1967; Feldman & March, 1981; Huber,
1991; Leidner & Elam, 1995; Glynn, 1996) and thus indirectly with organizational
communication processes. With the advent of advanced information and
communication technologies (short: ICT; e.g., electronic messaging systems, executive
information systems, group decision support systems, and information management
and collaboration technologies; see DeSanctis & Poole, 1994), organizations’ capacity
to collect, process, and interpret information about internal and external events has
increased significantly. As these technologies are becoming more and more important,

it is pivotal to understand their role in organizations.

Table 2-13: The Structuration of Organizational Information-processing

Agency Structure Reconciliation F I
KN AA RT IC UC OS RR SS DS LS EC ND DU MO ST SI

ICT Use:

O (1992)* 1 2 1 2 1 1 1 2 2 32 2 1 13 1.6
D/P (1994)* 2 2 31 1 2 2 1 2 3 1 11 1.8
Communication:

Y/O (1992)* 2 2 1 3 1 2 3 2 8 2.0
O/Y (1994) 1 2 1 1 2 1 3 2 8 1.6
B/C (2000) 1 2 1 1 1 2 1 2 8 14
Discourse:

H/H (2000) 2 2 1 3 1 2 2 2 3 2 10 2.0
Frequency (F) 3 5 4 2 5 4 2 2 4 6 6 4 6 5 58
Intensity (1) 1.3 1.8 2.0 1.0 20 1.5 1.0 1.5 1.5 1.3 22 15 27 1.6 1.7
0 (1992) * Orlikowski (1992) O/Y (1994) Orlikowski & Yates (1994)

D/P (1994)* DeSanctis & Poole (1994) B/C (2000) Barry & Crant (2000)

Y/O (1992)* Yates & Orlikowski (1992) H/H (2000) Heracleous & Hendry (2000)

(*=contains empirical work; 1=weak/marginal; 2=moderate; 3=central/strong; F=Frequency Score; [=Intensity Score)

Scholars employing structuration theory have explored three main aspects related to
information-processing in organizations: ICT use, communication, and discourse.
Table 2-13 depicts how scholars of these different sub-threads of organizational

intelligence research have employed structuration theory’s central concepts.
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Orlikowski (1992) was the first to employ structuration theory to illuminate the
sociological aspects of ICT use in organizations. In her paper ‘The Duality of
Technology: Rethinking the Concept of Technology in Organizations’ (1992),
Orlikowski builds upon Giddens’s notion of the ‘duality of structure’ to reconcile two
streams of research which were separated until then (score 3 for DU). The first stream
conceives technology as an objective, external ‘force’ which determines organizational
members’ conduct (e.g., Carter, 1984; Siegel et al., 1986; Davis, 1989; Hiltz &
Johnson, 1990;) while the second emphasizes the agential and constructivist
dimensions involved in the use of technology (e.g., Bijker et al., 1987; Fulk, 1993).
Orlikowski’s (1992) structurational model of technology brings together the
technology-as-structure and technology-as-construction view. According to the author,
technology “is the product of human action, while it also assumes structural
properties” (p. 406). Technological artifacts are neither fixed nor entirely flexible; they
are structured objects that are subject to interpretive flexibility. Moreover, the use of
ICT is enabled and constrained by the institutional context of interaction based on
these technologies, and vice versa. As agents use technology, they tacitly employ,
reproduce, and transform the interpretative schemes, resources, and norms embedded
in that technology. Overall, by drawing upon structuration theory in a comprehensive
way (13 out of 16 dimensions are referenced), Orlikowski (1992) initiated a new
research stream investigating ICT use in modern organizations. However, she takes on
board many aspects of structuration theory which are not further worked out in detail
(e.g., KN, UC, SS, DS, LS, and SI).

Based on Orlikowski’s (1992) notion of the ‘duality of technology’ (DU),
DeSanctis and Poole (1994) investigate how advanced information technologies
enable and hinder organizational change. They argue that the implementation of new
information and communication technologies, such as group decision support systems,
can result in changes in the rules and resources that organizational members use in
social interaction. The authors subsequently argue that structures within technology
and structures within action (rules and resources; RR) are recursively related.
Advanced information technologies exhibit structural properties that enable and
constrain interaction among organizational members (EC). They can support or hinder
coordination and provide procedures of interpersonal information exchange. Modern
ICT provide structural potentials, which organizational members can “draw on to
generate particular social structures in interaction” (p. 127; ST). Whether and how

these structural features are appropriated is not primarily a matter of ICT design, but to
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a greater degree determined by how users choose to use these technologies in what the
authors call ‘appropriation moves.” The features of a newly introduced ICT system
may be appropriated in ways which are faithful or unfaithful to the ‘spirit’ of the
technology. How organizational members appropriate structures provided by advanced
information technologies and how these structures are ‘translated’ into modifications
of an organization’s interaction structure cannot be entirely intended nor predicted.
Overall, DeSanctis and Poole’s (1994) account provides a comprehensive explanation
of why “advances in computing technology have not brought about remarkable
improvements in organizational effectiveness” (p. 141; speak: organizational
intelligence). Compared to Orlikowsky (1992), DeSanctis and Poole (1994) are a bit
more selective regarding the import of concepts from structuration theory in their
article (F-score of 11 vs. 13), which allows them to elaborate particular aspects in
greater detail (I-score of 1.8 vs. 1.6). However, both accounts largely build on the
same dimensions of structuration theory.

In addition to the technology-in-use thread of information-processing research,
scholars have employed structuration theory to explore communicative practices (e.g.,
Yates & Orlikowski, 1992; Orlikowski & Yates, 1994) and the development of dyadic
communication relationships in organizations (Barry & Crant, 2000). In exploring
communication practices, the first group of scholars aimed to investigate and
understand the role of organizations’ ‘genre repertoires’ in shaping communicative
interactions and practices. The concept of genre is borrowed from Miller (1984) and
denotes “typified communicative actions characterized by similar substance and form
and taken in response to recurrent situations” (Yates & Orlikowski, 1992: 299).
Examples of genres are memos, proposals, and meetings. Each genre “serves as an
institutionalized template for social action [...] that shapes the ongoing communicative
actions of community members through their use of it” (Orlikowki & Yates, 1994: p.
542). A genre supplies the (tacit) rules and resources for communicative (inter)actions
among organizational members. Building upon the concept of genre allows the authors
to transcend both deterministic and rational choice conceptions of media use in
organizations. They convincingly argue that modifiable genre rules may better explain
communicative actions and the role of media in organizations. For example, it is
argued that genres impact the use of newly introduced information and communication
technologies as actors may hold on to their ‘recipes’ for communication.
Distinguishing between genre and media and acknowledging that genres are the

medium and outcome of communicative practice (‘duality of structure’; DU) allows
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for a better understanding of communicative practices and the role of ICT in
organizations. Yates and Orlikowski (1992) rightly conclude that Daft and Lengel’s
(1986) concept of ‘media richness,” which has been defined exclusively on the basis of
media, needs to be modified since different genres employing the same media may
exhibit quite different levels of media richness. The findings from this initial study
were later refined (see Orlikowski & Yates, 1994; to some extent also Yates et al.,
1999). Overall, Yates and Orlikowski’s (1992) article is a prime example of how
structuration theory can be employed to advance insights into the subtleties of
organizational life. The quality of their account results from the parsimonious use of
structurationist concepts (F-score of 8) and their focus on working out the details of
the few dimensions adopted (I-score of 2.0).

In another article related to the topic of communication, Barry and Crant (2000)
make use of structuration theory to explore how dyadic communication relationships
among organizational members are mediated by organization-level factors, such as
hierarchy, structure, and culture. The authors’ aim is to come to grips with the micro-
level processes responsible for ‘interactional richness’ by building upon Daft and
Lengel’s (1986) information richness construct. Their aim is to enhance it by taking
socio-cognitive factors of communication into account (e.g., relational perception,
temporal patterns of messages, social attribution, and social expectancy) and by
regarding these dyadic, micro-level processes as embedded in an enabling and
constraining macro context of interaction. The article investigates, inter alia, how an
organization’s system of relations (e.g., relative position, role differentiation), structure
(e.g., formalization, centralization, span of control), and communication processes
impact interactional richness. At first, it seemed that the authors only employed
structuration theory to amend Daft and Lengel’s construct of media richness with some
macro-level factors. However, a close review of the article reveals that the authors
were able to seamlessly integrate structuration theory into their account by giving
primacy to the interactional dimension (IC). Overall, the paper is a good example of
how the theory of structuration can be used to advance other interactionist accounts.
However, the overall use of structuration theory, with the exception of a few
dimensions (IC, DU, and ST), remains shallow (I-score of only 1.4).

Last but not least, a third group of scholars has more recently employed
structuration theory to investigate the topic of organizational discourse. In their
seminal article, Heracleous and Hendry (2000) build extensively upon Giddens’s

propositions of communicative action (AA), interpretative schemes (MO), and
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structures of signification (SS) to reconcile three approaches to organizational
discourse: the managerialist-instrumentalist, the interpretative, and the critical. From a
structurational perspective, discourse can be defined as ‘“communicative action
exhibiting structural properties” (Heracleous & Hendry, 2000: 1270). By performing
communicative acts, organizational members draw upon the organization’s ‘deep
structures’ of signification (e.g., central themes, socially accepted rhetorical strategies,
etc.) and thereby reconstitute and modify them. Organizations’ signification structure
is available to their members as interpretative schemes embedded in their stock of
practical knowledge. These schemes provide the basis for sustaining communication
and act as the interlinking instance between the singularity of communicative acts and
the time-persistent rules, i.e. structures of discourse. However, as indicated, discursive
structures are not immutable. New experiences or personal reflections can influence
interpretative schemes and thus more deep-rooted structures of communicative
interaction. What is particularly interesting about Heracleous and Hendry’s (2000)
account is that they combine structuration theory with an array of theories from
various areas of study, such as cultural anthropology, ethnography, socio-cognitive
linguistics, cognitive psychology, organizational cognition, and interpretative
sociology. Heracleous and Hendry (2000) argue that a structurational view “places
alternative approaches to discourse in context” (p. 1272). While theories on discourse
are generally confined to their area of study and emphasize particular aspects, it is the
structurational approach which allows for a reconciliation of different views and for
balancing agential and structural elements involved in the practice of discourse. The
account forwarded by Heracleous and Hendry (2000) extends also other structurational
approaches such as those on the topic of ‘genre repertoire’ reviewed above (Yates &
Orlikowski, 1992; Orlikowski & Yates, 1994). For example, Heracleous and Hendry’s
structurational view of discourse embraces additional types of rules besides genre
rules. Moreover, since “discursive structures are enacted through and across genres”
(Heracleous & Hendry, 2000: 1273), their account on organizational discourse
provides the opportunity to explore the link between different genres as well as the
relationship between genres and the social context. Overall, Heracleous and Hendry’s
(2000) article is an excellent example of how structuration theory can mediate between
different views. Despite the fact that the authors take on board a considerable number
of concepts borrowed from structuration theory (F-score of 10), they are diligent in

putting them all to work in their account (I-score of 2.0).
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All in all, the information-processing view of organizational intelligence has been well
advanced by scholars adopting structuration theory. A wide range of topics has been
covered, including information and communication technology use in organizations
(Orlikowski, 1992; DeSanctis & Poole, 1994), genres of communication (Yates &
Orlikowski, 1992; Orlikowski & Yates, 1994), the development of dyadic
relationships of communication (Barry & Crant, 2000), and organizational discourse
(Heracleous & Hendry, 2000). The proliferation of structurationist thought in these
areas of research has continued after the publication of these articles. We found that
these early yet structurationally substantial accounts have become important in their
own right in that later publications on these topics used them as a substantial starting
point instead of drawing directly from Giddens’s (1979, 1984) original writings. This
diffusion pattern has already been observed by Whittington (1992). His assessment of
structuration theory’s impact on management research reveals that comprehensive
structurational accounts, such as Ranson et al.’s (1980) analysis of the structuring or
organizational structures or Pettigrew’s (1985) extensive empirical study of the
structuration involved in organizational evolution, have to some extent replaced
Giddens’s own writings on structuration theory as a starting point for subsequent
studies. Later writings on technology use (e.g., Orlikowski et al., 1995; Vaast, 2007)
thus build directly on the writings of Orlikowski (1992) and DeSanctis and Poole
(1994) rather than on Giddens (1976, 1979, 1984). Similarly, Yates et al.’s (1999)
article on the explicit and implicit structuring of genres builds directly upon her earlier
works co-authored with Wanda Orlikowski (e.g., Yates & Orlikowki, 1992;
Orlikowski & Yates, 1994) but makes only limited use of Giddens’s writings. It would
almost seem that these research streams have absorbed structuration theory to the
degree where they partially forget these concepts’ and ideas’ legacy, and continue to
grow from seminal applications of structuration theory.

Of the numerous dimensions of structuration theory, two have clearly had the
biggest impact on this area of study: structuration (F-score of 6; I-score of 2.7) and the
duality of structure (F-score of 6; I-score of 2.2). Overall, the structural dimensions
have received more consideration than the agential ones. This is not very surprising
since scholars of ICT use have strongly focused on elaborating the role of technology
in organizations. For this purpose, they had to redefine it as ‘repositories of structural
properties’ enabling and constraining organizational members’ conduct. Surprisingly,
the routine character of most day-to-day activities (RT) has not been regarded as a key

aspect to be considered in these accounts. In addition, scholars have shown limited
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interest in exploring the effect of an organization’s domination structure (DS) upon

information-processing in organizations.

2.4.3 The Structuration of Organizational Knowledge/Knowing

Organizations have been conceptualized as ‘decentered systems’ in which knowledge
is broadly distributed among actors, inherently practical, and tied to local settings (e.g.,
Tsoukas, 1996). It is only rather recently that scholars have started to recognize the
limitations of objectivist conceptions of organizational knowledge, such as that of
Nonaka and Takeuchi (1995), and stressed the importance of ‘knowing’ as part of
one’s everyday practical doings. The term ‘knowing’ refers to the epistemic work done
as part of everyday action or practice (Cook & Brown, 1999: 387). However, despite
the fundamental differences between these two perspectives, they provide
complementary views on the role of knowledge in organizations. Knowledge and
knowing are tightly interlaced; that is, “knowledge [..] gives shape and discipline to
knowing” (Cook & Brown, 1999: 393) and knowledge is “brought into play by
knowing” (p. 399). Cook and Brown (1999) add that the nature of this relationship is
similar to that covered by Giddens’s notion of ‘structuration.” However, they do not
regard their account on bridging epistemologies as a straightforward example of the
relationship between structure and agency, since the latter is concerned with ontology
rather than epistemology.

Our research revealed that early references made to structuration theory (e.g.,
Blackler, 1993, 1995; Tsoukas, 1996; Cook & Brown, 1999; Gherardi & Nicolini,
2000) did not embrace Giddens’s project as a source of inspiration to advance research
on the role of knowledge in organizations. Instead of employing structuration theory’s
concepts and explanatory logic, these authors have built first and foremost on
constructivism (e.g., Tsoukas, 1996), American pragmatism (Cook & Brown, 1999) or
actor-network theory (e.g., Gherardi & Nicolini, 2000). Table 2-14 depicts the core set
of articles that have substantially drawn upon structuration theory to explore issues of

knowing and knowledge in organizations.
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Table 2-14: The Structuration of Organizational Knowledge/Knowing

Agency Structure Reconciliation F 1
KN AA RT IC UC OS RR SS DS LS EC ND DU MO ST SI

H/F (2002)* 1 1 3 1 2 5 1.6
0 (2002)* 2 2 1 1 1 1 1 3 9 1.7
G/R (2003)* 3 1 2 2 2 5 2.0
B/C/R (2004) 1 1 2 2 4 1.5
M/E (2008) 1 3 2 1 4 1.8
Frequency (F) 33 1 4 2 2 1 1 1 1 31 4 27
Intensity (I) 23132013 25 1.0 1.0 1.0 3.0 1.0 20 1.0 2.0 1.7
H/F (2002)* Hargadon & Fanelli (2002) B/C/R (2004) Black et al. (2004)
0 (2002)* Orlikowski (2002) MJE (2008) Mengis & Eppler (2008)
G/R (2003)* Goodall & Roberts (2003)
(*=contains empirical work; 1=weak/marginal; 2=moderate; 3=central/strong; F=Frequency Score; I=Intensity Score)

Hargadon and Fanelli’s (2002) article titled ‘Action and Possibility: Reconciling Dual
Perspectives of Knowledge in Organizations’ is the first on the topic of knowledge to
explicitly and quite substantially draw on Giddens’s theoretical project. The authors
make use of structuration theory’s synthesizing capacity to reconcile accounts which
have regarded knowledge as a source of organizational innovation with those stressing
knowledge’s constraining effects upon organizational change. They argue that the root
of this distinction lies in different assumptions about the qualities of knowledge. While
some approaches focus on the empirical qualities of knowledge, i.e. knowledge
embedded in social and physical artifacts, others focus on the enabling nature of
knowledge’s latent qualities stored in beliefs, values, schemas, and goals. By
reconceptualizing knowledge creation and knowledge use as a social process,
Hargadon and Fanelli (2002) present a conclusive account that recognizes the mutual
constitutive relationship between the two views and avoids the reification fallacy of
traditional conceptions of knowledge. They argue that organizational knowledge
emerges from the interplay between latent knowledge (i.e. tools for constructing new
knowledge) and empirical knowledge (i.e. surroundings from which we build these
tools). Hargadon and Fanelli (2002) mention that this ‘duality of knowledge’
resembles what Giddens calls the ‘duality of structuration.” (It is not entirely clear
what the authors are referring to here, since they terminologically mix Giddens’s term
‘duality of structure’ with ‘structuration.” However, we believe they have in fact in
mind neither of the two, but refer instead to structuration theory’s proposition that

structures are both enabling and constraining.) The reification problem of traditional
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conceptions of knowledge is resolved by conceiving knowing as a process and by
stressing that knowing in organizations “exists [only] as a social phenomenon in the
recursive social interactions between individuals” (p. 300). Furthermore, to argue that
we align our beliefs, interpretations, schemes, and so forth, in social interaction does
not imply that our knowledge is congruent in the way that the term ‘shared knowledge’
suggests. The authors argue that the term ‘shared knowledge’ induces not only
reification tendencies but may be misleading since it dilutes the critical differences
between each individual’s idiosyncratic stock of experiences and understandings. It
presupposes an objective reality that can be perceived and shared. Overall, Hargadon
and Fanelli’s (2002) contribution is an example how a selective use of structuration
theory — the authors only refer to 5 of the 16 dimensions — can be very fruitful if the
explanatory potential of the few dimensions adopted is realized. The account is almost
entirely built upon structuration theory’s proposition of the enabling and constraining
nature of structure (EC) on the one hand, and structuration (ST) on the other. Other
dimensions, such as the actors’ knowledgeability (KN), signification structure (SS),
and modalities of structuration (MO) are only employed in an auxiliary way.
Orlikowski (2002), a prolific writer on technology use in organizations (see
3.4.2), builds on Giddens’s notion of knowledgeability to advance Lave’s (1988) and
Spender’s (1996) earlier writings on knowing-in-practice. The article explores how
members of organizations create and sustain knowledgeability in distributed
operations and how knowing and practice are mutually constituted. She argues that
knowing-in-practice “is continually enacted through people’s everyday activity”
(Orlikowski, 2002: 252) and that its status thus provisional. Knowing-in-practice
emerges from the interrelationship between context, activity stream, agency, and
structure and is stabilized through the establishment of routines (Orlikowski, 2002:
252f)). It is in these routine actions that humans retain their knowledgeability over
time and across contexts. Similar to Hargadon and Fanelly (2002), Orlikowski (2002)
is critical of the transferability of knowledge or ‘best practices’ between organizational
units. If knowing is enacted in situated recurrent activities, then competence cannot be
easily transferred to other people and other contexts. Instead, competence generation
in organizations is “a process of developing people’s capacity to enact what we may
term ‘useful practices’ — with usefulness seen to be a necessarily contextual and
provisional aspect of situated organizational activity” (Orlikowski, 2002: 253).
Overall, the article puts a strong emphasis on the agential dimensions of structuration
theory (KN, AA, RT, and IC) and reconciles them with Giddens’s tripartite concept of
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structure (SS, DS, LS) through the explanatory mode of structuration (ST). It
demonstrates that structuration cannot only be employed to reconcile contrasting
views, but also to advance particular theories which closely relate to one of the
primary dimensions of structuration theory (here: knowledgeability).

Similar to Orlikowski (2002), Goodall and Roberts (2003) explore the link
between knowledge and action as well as how knowledgeability is preserved and
restored in organizations with distributed operations (Note: the article by Goodall and
Roberts [2003] does make reference to Orlikowski [2002]). Goodall and Roberts
(2003) choose an empirical rather than a theoretical approach. They present empirical
insights into the managerial practices and organizational conditions that enable the
preservation of knowledgeability in a transnational organization. The study
investigates how managers repair what the authors call the ‘damage of distance’ (p.
1153). According to Goodall and Roberts (2003), the distance between organizational
units is routinely bridged by communicating knowledge of the local context to remote
offices in order to influence policy decisions and by gathering knowledge of remote
happenings to coordinate local action with shifts in corporate thinking. Their article
employs Giddens’s notion of knowledgeability to emphasize the connection between
knowledge and situated action. Being knowledgeable means being “able to participate
in a particular ‘language game’” (Goodall & Roberts, 2003: 1156; the term ‘language
game’ is borrowed from Wittgenstein). The study investigates the role of two
particular types of resources for maintaining and repairing knowledgeability. To
remain knowledgeable, managers in remote locations must be able to draw upon
‘resources for distance.” These resources include, for example, a network of personal
relationships, the support of a powerful member of the network (‘patron’) providing
important information from the ‘center’ and positively promoting one’s work, and a
history of achievements in the company (track record). These resources are
accumulated over time, often during face-to-face interactions, and have to be in place
prior to departing for a remote location. To repair ‘damages of distance,” managers can
also employ what the Goodall and Roberts (2003) call ‘resources at distance.” Once
managers have departed for a remote location, they can use technology, punctuated co-
presences (e.g., periodic face-to-face meetings), intermediaries (other members of the
network), and memory (recalling ‘how it is done there’) to maintain and restore
knowledgeability. However, for ‘resources af distance’ to be effective, actors must be
able to draw upon ‘resources for distance.” On the other hand, it is through the

mobilization of the latter that the former is reproduced over time. Both are the medium
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and outcome of interactions between remote managers (‘duality of structure’). Overall,
Godall and Roberts’s (2003) account is a great example of how structuration theory
can inspire the exploration of unchartered territories. Many scholars have reduced the
structural dimension to the analysis of rules while neglecting the resource dimension.
By putting the emphasis on the latter, the authors pursue a unique path. This is the
main reason why Godall and Robert’s (2003) account is highly complementary to that
of Orlikowski (2002) who has concentrated on the role of rules/routines in the
preservation of knowledgeability. In terms of the use of structurationist concepts,
Godall and Roberts (2003) are highly selective with regard to what they take on board
(only 5 of 16 dimensions) but prolific in releasing the explanatory potential of the few
concepts used (I-score of 2.0).

A methodologically interesting contribution drawing upon the theory of
structuration to investigate knowledge and knowing in organizations is that of Black et
al. (2004). In their study, they build on Barley’s (1986) widely cited study on the
implementation of computer tomography (CT) in two hospitals on the one hand and on
more recent studies on the structuration of new technology implementation in
organizations on the other (e.g., Orlikowski, 1992; DeSanctis & Poole, 1994). Black et
al’s (2004) article is unique in that it proposes a way in which the recursive dynamics
between the scanning activity (‘action’) as well as the types and accumulations of
knowledge used in this activity (‘structure’) can be formalized and operationalized for
empirical testing. The authors employ system dynamics (see Forrester, 1961; Sterman,
2000) as a dynamic modeling technique to develop a theory on the recursive
relationship between activity and knowledge accumulation which validates Barley’s
(1986) empirical observations. The proposed model allowed the authors to simulate
the link between the accumulation of operational and diagnostic expertise and the
conduct of CT scanning. In line with Barley (1986), Black et al. (2004) discover that
the relative difference in initial CT expertise between actors (doctors and
technologists) is “pivotal in determining if a collaborative or non-collaborative pattern
[of interaction] will emerge” (Black et al., 2004: p. 599). The conducted simulations
suggest that an organization attains the highest levels of ‘total practical knowledge,’
i.e. expertise when both doctors and technologists possess similar initial levels of
knowledge on CT use. The authors conclude that “more knowledge does not
necessarily produce a better long-run outcome, and [..] collaborative outcomes cannot
be achieved from every amount of staff expertise” (p. 601). By using system dynamics

to simulate the recursive dynamics between action and knowledge, the article conveys
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a deep understanding of time’s role in the processes of structuration — an aspect which
is mostly neglected. Moreover, recognizing that some organizational roles and
structures are more resistant to change than others and that the dynamics of knowledge
accumulation in organizations depends on the type of knowledge to be accumulated,
researcher have to rethink the meaning of phrases such as ‘mutual adaptation’ and the
conditions under which adaptation can take place. Thus, as an analytical approach to
study recursive processes in organizations, system dynamics contributes considerably
to theoretical and empirical accuracy and clarity. In this particular case, it provided the
opportunity to simulate the dynamics of knowledge accumulation in social interactions
with new technological artifacts. Black et al. (2004) make only selective and moderate
use of concepts of structuration theory (F-score of 4; I-score of 1.5). The main reason
for this is that they adopt structuration theory primarily through Barley’s (1986)
account rather than directly from Giddens’s writings — a phenomenon which we
discussed earlier in this chapter. Nevertheless, employing the dimensions of
structuration (ST) and the duality of structure (DU) to show how knowledge
accumulates in interaction (IC), Black et al.’s (2004) account is a truly structurationist
one.

Most recently, Mengis and Eppler (2008) have approached the topic of knowledge in
organizations from yet another angle. In their account, they investigate the role of
face-to-face conversations for organizational knowledge processes and how these
conversations can be actively managed to foster organizational knowing. The study
explores the role of explicit conversation rules in organizations. Since it is primarily in
face-to-face encounters that actors exchange information and “relate to each other and
develop a shared reality between them” (p. 1290), understanding which rules facilitate
sense-making and social knowledge processes among organizational members allows
managers to ‘intervene’ in their conversational behavior. Such conversations are
governed by various sets of rules developed and reproduced through the practice of
conversation. The article then builds upon classical communication models (e.g.,
Shannon & Weaver, 1949) to develop a framework that analyzes the dimensions
through which conversation partners make sense of and co-construct knowledge
during interactions. These dimensions include messages, mental models, the
conversation process, conversational intent, group dynamics, and communicative
background. This framework is subsequently used to broadly examine the literature on
conversational rules that enable and constrain social knowledge processes, such as

knowledge creation or knowledge integration. The article organizes the myriad of
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findings from previous research on conversational rules, illuminates how these rules
affect each other, and how each of them can be actively managed in order to foster
knowledge creation and integration in organizations. Although the article builds
primarily on classical communication theory, we included it in our sample for two
reasons: First, the article mobilizes structuration theory’s claim that conversational
encounters are primarily governed by shared rules. Second, the article demonstrates
how scholars can explore single dimensions of structuration theory — in this case rules
(RR). Thus, although the article makes only a superficial reference to other dimensions
of structuration theory, such as interaction (IC), the duality of structure (DU), or
structuration (ST), its focus on rules (RR) results in a decent intensity score (1.8).

In this section, we reviewed five substantial contributions on
knowledge/knowing in organizations that draw upon structuration theory. Two
publications have built on Giddens’s ideas about structures as rules and resources
(Hargadon & Fanelli, 2002; Mengis & Eppler, 2008), two on the concept of
knowledgeability (Orlikowski, 2002; Goodall & Roberts, 2003), and one on the
recursive dynamics of structuration (Black et al., 2004). Four of the five accounts
made use of the concepts of interaction (IC) and structuration (ST). This is not very
surprising since knowledge and knowledgeability are created and sustained in
interaction. The high intensity scores for EC (I-score of 3), RR (I-score of 2.5), and
KN (I-score of 2.2) resulted from the fact that scholars have provided highly focused
accounts exploring these particular dimensions. However, not all the dimensions of
structuration theory have been applied to make sense of the role of knowledge in
organizations. For example, researchers have not investigated the role of ontological
security (OS), unintended consequences (UC) or social institutions (SI) in their

accounts.

2.4.4 The Structuration of Organizational Learning

The dividing line between organizational knowledge/knowing and learning is a blurred
one as organizational learning is often equated with knowledge creation (e.g., Argyris
& Schon, 1978; Shrivastava, 1983; Nicolini & Meznar, 1995). It is beyond the scope
of this paper to work out the subtle differences between the two. We have allocated
(i.e. clustered) articles that claim to contribute to organizational learning to this notion

of organizational intelligence.
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Similar to the knowledge/knowing stream of structuration research, the first articles on
organizational learning that made reference to Giddens’s theoretical project (e.g., Tyre
& van Hippel, 1997; Easterby-Smith, 1997) did not embrace his theory in a
substantive way. The authors of these articles drew upon structuration theory in a too
selective and limited way as these accounts could be regarded as structurationist ones.
Holmgqvist’s (1999) study of learning in inter-organizational partnerships can be
considered the first account to build on Giddens’s theoretical writings, although with
some limitations. The author presents a practice-related account of inter-organizational
learning by drawing upon two core concepts of structuration theory: the
knowledgeability of actors (KN) and the proposition that rules (RR) and routines (RT)
are repositories of structure (knowledge). In inter-organizational partnerships, learning
occurs when practices or shared rules are modified during interactions among
members of the firms participating in the partnership. The limitations of Holmqvist’s
(1999) account arise from his aim to advance Nonaka’s (1994) modes of knowledge
conversion. For this, he had to adopt Nonaka’s conception of knowledge as reified
objects. This, however, stands in a conflicting relation to Giddens’s proposition that
structures (knowledge) are essentially virtual (see Giddens, 1984: 17). Nevertheless,
Holmgqvist’s (1999) imports an array of concepts from structuration theory (F-score of

9) although in a rather superficial way (I-score of 1.3).

Table 2-15: The Structuration of Organizational Learning

Agency Structure Reconciliation F I
KN AA RT IC UC OS RR SS DS LS EC ND DU MO ST SI

H (1999)* 2 1 2 1 1 1 2 1 1 9 13
B/B/W (2003)* 2 2 1 1 2 2 2 7 1.7
B/G/S (2004)* 1 1 1 2 2 2 2 2 8 1.6
Frequency (F) 33 2 3 1 1 2 1 1 1 1 1 1 3 24
Intensity (I) 1.7 1.3 1.5 1.0 1.0 1.0 2.0 2.0 2.0 2.0 2.0 1.0 2.0 1.7 1.5
H (1999)* Holmgqvist (1999)
B/B/W (2003)* Berends et al. (2003)
B/G/S (2004)* Bresnen et al. (2004)
(*=contains empirical work; 1=weak/marginal; 2=moderate; 3=central/strong; F=Frequency Score; [=Intensity Score)

While Holmgqvist (1999) embraces structuration theory’s analytical and explanatory
capacity only in a limited fashion, Berends et al.’s (2003) seminal article entitled ‘7he

Structuration of Organizational Learning’ builds upon Giddens’s grand social theory
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in a more profound way to explore the topic of organizational learning. Driven by the
confusion surrounding the role of the individual actor in organizational learning and
the general relationship between individual and organizational learning, the authors
made use of structuration theory to overcome the individual-organizational distinction
and show “how organizational learning evolves from distributed social practices,
creatively realized by knowledgeable individuals, [...] [and] how these practices are
enabled and constrained by existing structures” (Berends et al., 2003: 1035).
Employing Giddens’s theory has allowed the authors to offer a compelling account of
individuals’ roles in organizational learning which avoids the fallacy of reifying and
anthropomorphizing organizations — a view which regards organizations as
independent entities with human-like qualities. Moreover, Giddens’s account has
enabled authors to avoid the limitations of accounts which conceive of organizational
learning as only a metaphor (e.g., Morgan, 1980) and the reductionism of those who
view organizational learning merely as individual learning in the organizational
context (e.g., Huber, 1991; Simon, 1991). Berends et al. (2003) follow Fiol and
Lyles’s (1985) proposition that organizational learning is more than the simple
aggregation of individual learning (see also Argyris & Schon, 1978). Organizational
learning should rather be understood as a social process (e.g., Brown & Duguid, 1991).
The unique feature about Berends et al.’s (2003) account is that it does not first
juxtapose individual and organizational learning only to subsequently reconcile them.
The authors argue that only a ‘retreat’ into social theory can conclusively clarify the
relationship between these two levels of learning and that structuration theory provides
an appropriate starting point for developing a coherent account of individuals’ roles in
organizational learning. It is understandable that the authors draw upon structuration
theory, since Giddens’s primary aim has been to resolve dualisms such individual vs.
society or agency vs. structure. Berends et al. (2003) thus contend that learning occurs
when knowledgeable agents draw upon new knowledge to modify their practices. To
illustrate how exactly agential and structural dimensions fuse in day-to-day conduct
and how new knowledge is produced in recurring practices, the authors present an
ethnographic study of an episode of organizational learning in an industrial research
laboratory. The case demonstrates how organizational practices/routines (RT) of
knowledge creation and learning are enabled and constrained (EC) by rules and
resources (RR) drawn upon by knowledgeable organizational members (KN) in
interactions (IC). The authors show how, through structuration (ST), organizational

practices change over time (organizational learning) as actors gain new knowledge
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(individual learning). From the three articles in the sample on organizational learning,
Berends et al.’s (2003) account draws upon structuration theory more selectively than
others (lowest F-score) but works out the dimensions adopted in considerable detail (I-
score of 1.7). It is so far the most comprehensive approach to theorize organizational
learning from a structuration perspective.

The most recent account on organizational learning, which builds substantively
on structuration theory, is Bresnen et al.’s (2004) study on learning in project-based
organizations. They employ Giddens’s theory to explore how project-based
organizations embed new management knowledge in the light of inherent
contradictions between short-term, project task objectives and the longer-term
developmental nature of organizational learning processes. They adopt Giddens’s
analytical segmentation of the structural realm into three parts (signification, SS;
domination, DS; and legitimation, LS) to develop a theory on the micro-processes
involved in the implementation, interpretation, and enactment of new management
knowledge. For Bresnen et al. (2004), structuration theory provides a “valuable
framework for exploring the diffusion of new management knowledge across
organizations whose structures are project-based” (p. 1536). It is primarily its notion of
the recursive relationship between agency and structure, which supplies an explanatory
logic for the ongoing reproduction and possibilities of changing management practices
in project-based organizations. The article comprises a lengthy and insightful
empirical study on the introduction of a new project performance evaluation tool in a
construction firm. The study explores how features of project-based organizations,
such decentralization, short-term emphasis on project performance, and distributed
work practices influence attempts to embed a new tool (speak: new knowledge) in
current project management practices. The authors conclude that learning in project-
based organizations is “influenced by a complex interplay between structural
conditions within the organization and existing project management practices” (p.
1551). From a structuration stance, the article puts an emphasis on structural aspects
(SS, DS, LS) while only marginally touching on agential aspects of learning. The
account remains somewhat superficial in terms of its use of structuration theory’s
broad and rich body of concepts and notions (I-score of 1.6).

Our assessment of Giddens’s impact upon research on organizational learning
reveals that structuration theory has been adopted in quite different ways and with
different diligence. While Berends et al.’s (2003) account is quintessentially

structurationist, those by Holmqvist (1999) or Bresnen et al. (2004) are more limited.
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Furthermore, Holmvist’s (1999) account follows a path which only partially conforms
to structuration theory’s general propositions as it builds on Nonaka’s (1994)
objectivist conception of knowledge. Nevertheless, the three articles discussed have
demonstrated different ways to put structuration theory to use in research
organizational learning. From all the dimensions assessed, the dimensions of
knowledgeability (KN), agency and action (AA), interaction (IC), and structuration
(ST) were referred to in all three articles (F-score of 3). Interestingly, while agential
dimensions have been adopted more broadly than structural dimensions, the latter have
been used more intensely (on average higher I-scores). One of the reasons for this is
that the authors have referred to dimensions such knowledgeability, interaction, and so
forth primarily to prepare the setting for their account. Overall, scholars can still
employ structuration theory to explore other aspects of organizational learning, such
the role of power and structures of domination in learning processes or the role of the

wider societal context in organizational learning.

2.4.5 The Structuration of Organizational Adaptation

So far, we have concentrated on the cognitive dimensions of organizational
intelligence and discussed how scholars have applied structuration theory to topics,
such as ICT use (e.g., Orlikowski, 1992; DeSanctis & Poole, 1994), communication
(e.g., Yates & Orlikowski, 1992; Orlikowski & Yates, 1994; Barry & Crant, 2000),
discourse (e.g., Heracleous & Hendry, 2000), knowledge and knowing (e.g., Hargadon
& Fanelli, 2002; Orlikowski, 2002; Goodall & Roberts, 2003; Black et al., 2004;
Mengis & Eppler, 2008), and learning (e.g., Holmqvist, 1999; Berends et al., 2003;
Bresnen et al., 2004). We will return to the cognitive thread of research in a moment to
make some minor additions regarding the sense-making and foresight notions of
organizational intelligence. For now, we turn to the behavioral-adaptionist notion of
organizational intelligence.

Staber and Sydow’s (2002) article on organizational adaptive capacity is the
first seminal contribution to advance the behavioral thread of organizational
intelligence by drawing substantially upon Giddens’s writings. The article explores
how multiplexity, redundancy, and loose coupling contribute to an organization’s
adaptive capacity. In contrast to traditional approaches on management in

hypercompetitive environments, the adaptive capacity view is less about reactive
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behavior aiming to find an optimal ‘fit® with existing contingencies, than about
continuously developing and applying new knowledge and retaining “some resource
slack supporting a repertoire of potential solutions to unforeseen problems” (Staber &
Sydow, 2002: 409; emphasis added). Moreover, it is a proactive approach to find
organizational designs that “support ambiguity, diversity, and continuous learning” (p.
409), balancing exploration and exploitation (March, 1991), as well as choice,
discretion, and interpretative variability to cope with volatile environments (Grabher,
1994). An organization exhibits adaptive capacity “when learning takes place at a rate
faster than the rate of change in the conditions that require dismantling old routines
and creating new ones” (Staber & Sydow, 2002: 410f.). However, when fast learning
is a prerequisite, an organization’s (core) competencies may turn into (core) rigidities
(Leonard-Barton, 1992). Although adaptation and adaptive capacity may be
analytically distinct concepts, they are still empirically related. If an organization is
less adapted to the environment than its competitors, it may not earn the profits
necessary to build adaptive capacity. Conversely, adaptive capacity is not an end in
itself but is only valuable if it is eventually realized through adaptive behavior. Staber
and Sydow (2002) employ structuration theory to reconcile these two concepts and
gain a fuller understanding of how an organization’s adaptive capacity can be
managed. They argue that Giddens’s theory is particularly useful for exploring
adaptive capacity “because it emphasizes processes without neglecting structures and
recognizes the importance of structural change without ignoring the need for stability”
(p. 413). The authors argue that a structurational conception of adaptive capacity has at
least two advantages over traditional approaches that simply consider adaptive
capacity as ‘organizational slack’ (e.g., Cyert & March, 1963). First, the latter tends to
focus exclusively on resources but neglects the role or rules. According to Staber and
Sydow (2002), “rules are an equally important dimension of structure, flexibility, and
adaptability” (p. 414). Second, the concept of ‘slack’ neither reflects the
multidimensional character of adaptive capacity nor does it allow for an exploration of
the recursive relationship between the structural properties of adaptive capacity
(structure) and adaptive behavior (action). To overcome these shortcomings, the
authors introduce three structural properties of adaptive capacity — multiplexity,
redundancy, and loose coupling — and explore how these properties are reproduced and
changed through structuration processes (ST). Staber and Sydow (2002) conclude that
these structural properties do not automatically result in adaptive capacity but that they

“must be managed with respect to the signification, domination, and legitimation
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aspects of structural adaptability” (p. 419; SS, DS, LS). This requires that
organizations establish what Giddens (1990) calls ‘institutional reflexivity,” which
means that, regarding their impact on adaptive capacity, organizations have to
permanently and systematically question their existing organizational practices.
Overall, Staber and Sydow’s (2002) article is a very good example of how
structuration theory can help to expose shortcomings in traditional approaches and
propose a more comprehensive view on a phenomenon. Their account adopts
Giddens’s conceptualization of structures as rules and resources (RR) — instead of only
resources — and explores how adaptive capacity is reproduced and changed over time
through processes of structuration (ST). Overall, the authors take on board half of the
dimensions we assessed (F-score of 8) and put them well to work (I-score of 1.9) to
develop an advanced account on the topic of adaptation. Table 2-16 summarizes the

results of our assessment.

Table 2-16: The Structuration of Organizational Adaptation

Agency Structure Reconciliation F 1
KN AA RT IC UC OS RR SS DS LS EC ND DU MO ST SI

S/S (2002) 1 2 2 2 2 2 1 3 8 1.9
H (2005) 2 3 2 1 1 1 2 1 3 9 1.8
Frequency (F) 1 1 1 2 1 2 1 1 1 2 2 2 16
Intensity (1) 1.0 2.0 3.0 2.0 20 1.5 20 1.0 1.0 2.0 1.0 3.0 1.8
S/S (2002) Staber & Sydow (2002)
H (2005) Howard-Grenville (2005)
*=contains empirical work; 1=weak/marginal; 2=moderate; 3=central/strong; F=Frequency Score; [=Intensity Score)

A second article related to topic of adaptation, which has substantially drawn upon
structuration theory, is Howard-Grenville’s (2005) paper on the role of agency and
organizational context in the persistency of flexible organizational routines (RT). The
author combines Giddens’s theory with agency theory to develop a model which
provides an explanation for the question of why many organizational routines are
persistent despite their high degree of flexibility. Howard-Grenville’s (2005) view of
routines contrasts classical conceptions of routines as rigid standardized operating
procedures with no or little performative flexibility. Her article builds on Feldman and
Pentland’s (2003) distinction between two aspects of routines: idealized, ostensive

aspects on the one hand and situation-specific performative aspects on the other. In her
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article, Howard-Grenville (2005) employs Giddens’s idea of recursion to argue that the
structural-ostensive and agential-performative aspects of routines are intertwined and
that flexible routine behavior emerges from their interplay. Acknowledging the
importance of agency (AA) in routine conduct implies that structural-ostensive aspects
of practices only exist as instantiations which are recreated or revised with each
enactment (Howard-Grenville, 2005: 629). This implies that the moment of
performing of routines is also the moment of the reproduction of technological (e.g.,
DeSanctis & Poole, 1994; Orlikowski, 2000), coordination, and normative-cultural
structures that inform these routines. To change these structures, actors may draw upon
power (DS) as modality (MO). However, while changing technological structures
requires some command over material resources (in Giddens’s terms ‘allocative
resources’), modifications of coordination or normative-cultural structures may be
possible through access to formal or informal authority (in Giddens’s terms
‘authoritative resources’) to change patterns of interaction. Overall, the article
demonstrates how both agency (AA) and structures (RR) contribute to the persistency
of flexible routines. Although the author employs some aspects of structuration theory
only as ‘accessories’ (e.g., EC, ND), the account makes intensive use of the
explanatory capacity of the dimensions adopted (I-score of 1.8).

We have included the latter article in our analysis since flexibility in organizational
routines is not only an important source of endogenous change in organizations but
also a prerequisite for an organization’s adaptive capacity. Overall, the adaptionist
thread of research has received limited attention from scholars employing structuration
theory as their analytical lens. Nevertheless, the two accounts discussed demonstrate
how Giddens’s theory can be employed to extend existing research threads or

reconcile different views on organizational adaptation.

2.4.6  The Structuration of Organizational Sense-making and Foresight

So far, we have discussed the notions of organizational intelligence for which we
found at least one account that substantially draws upon structuration theory.
Surprisingly, we found no publications concentrating on the topics of sense-making or
foresight. We discovered that the topic of sense-making has been partially explored,
although in a marginal and more subtle way. First, the topic of sense-making has

appeared in the writings related to other notions of organizational intelligence. For
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example, Taylor and Robichaud (2004) argue that discourse is ultimately a
“manifestation of human sensemaking” (p. 396). Investigating organizational
discourse as the dynamic interplay between communicative activities and discursively
based interpretations (texts), the authors contend that language in organizations
reflects its members’ sense-making practices and interpretation habits. Texts originate
when organizational members reflexively monitor and rationalize their conduct ex
post. These texts (interpretations) constrain and enable the sense-making practices of
actors who are trying to understand what is going on in discourses. Unfortunately, the
article does not go into further details about the role and constitution of sense-making
but rather focuses on the structuration involved in organizational discourse. Moreover,
Taylor and Robichaud’s (2004) notion of sense-making seems to be equated with
Giddens’s notion of the reflexive monitoring of conduct rather than regarded as a
social practice resulting from the interplay between sense-making as activity and an
organization’s structural context of signification, legitimation, and domination.

Sense-making is also a topic in Mengis and Eppler’s (2008) analysis of the roles
and rules of face-to-face conversations in organizations. They argue that face-to-face
encounters are elemental to knowledge and sense-making processes and that it is thus
important to understand the conversational patterns and rules which favor these
processes. The article introduces six dimensions which conversation partners can use
when trying to make sense during face-to-face interactions. However, the authors only
note that sense-making is instrumental to social knowledge processes. Mengis and
Eppler (2008) conclude that “[mJembers of an organization often engage in sense-
making during conversations and [that] it is primarily through this type of interaction
that they share, create and integrate knowledge” (p. 1306). Sense-making enables
knowledge creation and integration.

The topic of sense-making has also been touched on in accounts that reference
Giddens but do not employ structuration theory in a substantial way. For example, in
his analysis of the collapse of sense-making in the Mann Gulch disaster, Weick (1993:
645) criticizes structuration theory for being biased towards the continuity and stability
of practices. He argues that the structuration involved between the meaning and
structures of sense-making neglects that these dimension sometimes stand in a
destructive rather than constructive relation to one another. Robichaud et al. (2004:
619) argue that sense-making is essentially reflexive and that it can thus be defined in
terms of Giddens’s notion of the reflexive monitoring of conduct and context. They

state that sense-making as an activity is based upon what Giddens calls ‘discursive
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consciousness.” Balogun and Johnson (2004, 2005) propose that the sense-making
activities of middle managers are a key aspect of the ‘dialectic of control.” As change
recipients and active agents, middle managers’ interpretations of top-down orders of
change can constrain the hegemony of top management. Lastly, Wright et al. (2000:
818) refer to structuration theory, arguing that sense-making practices are not only
recursively related to events but also to actors’ ‘life-world.” By making this link to the
wider context, authors are able to render sense-making a more open and spontaneous
concept than Weick (1995b) had proposed. However, the article refers only to
Giddens’s notion of recursion without making further use of structuration theory’s
explanatory potential.

Overall, both the sense-making and foresight notions of organizational
intelligence offer interesting opportunities for future research informed by
structuration theory. Not only could scholars elaborate previous claims forwarded in
other structurationist accounts which have referred to sense-making en passant, but
using structuration theory to explore these topics could considerably enhance our

understanding of them.

2.5 Discussion and Conclusion

In this paper, we assessed a sample of 17 articles related to organizational intelligence
in a broad sense with regard to their use of structuration theory’s rich body of
concepts. In the first part of the paper, we sought to grasp the various meanings of
‘organizational intelligence’ in organization research by reviewing the main threads of
organizational intelligence research and the term’s different uses and definitions
(notions). In the second part, we introduced our methodology and presented some
preliminary results from the steps taken to identify the body of articles that have
employed structuration theory to investigate one or more of the notions of
organizational intelligence. We conducted an extensive citation analysis covering 12
journals over 35 years (1976 to 2010) in an attempt to identify all the articles that
make reference to at least one of Giddens’s (1976, 1979, 1984) works on structuration
theory. To extract from the resulting large set of articles those that relate to the topic of
organizational intelligence, we performed an iterative keyword search using terms
related to organizational intelligence (e.g., learning, sense-making, etc.). To then filter

out the articles that significantly adopted structuration theory, we manually screened
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each article for the role structuration theory plays in it and to verify that the article
actually relates to the topic of organizational intelligence. In the paper’s third part, we
reviewed each of the 17 articles in our final sample and assessed them according to 16
dimensions that we consider central to structuration theory. Furthermore, we examined
each paper’s contribution and discussed how structuration theory enabled the authors
to make that contribution. Occasionally, we also pointed to future research
opportunities. The discussion was structured according to the different notions of
organizational intelligence.

Since we have assessed each single paper and aggregated the results according
to the different notions of organizational intelligence, we can now interpret and
compare the results at a higher aggregation level and draw some more general

conclusions.

2.5.1 Status of the Field and a Cross-Analysis of Different Notions

All in all, organizational intelligence as a research area is still under-researched from a
structuration perspective. From the more than 5,000 articles referencing one or more of
Giddens’s theoretical works on structuration theory, only 17 related to the topic of

organizational intelligence and have made substantial use of structuration theory.

Table 2-17: Analysis of Structuration Theory’s Frequency of Use

Agency Structure Reconciliation F 0
KN AA RT IC UC OS RR SS DS LS EC ND DU MO ST SI

Intelligence 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 12 12
Info-processing 3 5 4 2 5 4 2 2 4 6 6 4 6 5 58 9.5
ICT Use 1 2 1 1 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 1 2 2 24 12
Communication 1 2 3 1 2 1 1 3 3 2 3 2 24 8
Discourse 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 10 10
Knowledge 3 3 4 2 2 1 1 1 1 31 4 27 5.4
Learning 3 3 2 3 1 1 2 1 1 1 1 1 1 3 24 8
Adaptation 1 1 2 1 2 1 1 1 2 2 2 17 85

Frequency (tot) 11 13 5 12 3 1 12 9 7 6 7 10 12 9 16 5
Frequency (@) .65 .76 .29 .71 .18 .06 .71 .53 41 35 41 .59 .71 .53 94 29

The above table depicts how often a particular dimension of structuration theory has

been referred to by authors working within the confines of a particular notion of
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organizational intelligence. The first column lists the different notions of
organizational intelligence. For the information-processing view of organizational
intelligence, we added the three sub-streams previously discussed. The notions ‘sense-
making’ and ‘foresight’ were excluded from the table since none of the articles in our
sample is primarily concerned with these topics. The numbers in each cell indicate
how often a dimension has been employed by authors contributing to a particular
aspect of organizational intelligence irrespective of the intensity of use. For example,

b

the number ‘5’ at the intersection of the notion ‘Info-processing’ and the dimension
‘AA’ indicates that five of the articles that explored organizational intelligence from
an information-processing perspective have made reference to Giddens’s concept of
agency/action in their account. The column labeled ‘F’ is the sum of values across all
16 dimensions. The last column (‘@’) contains the average number of dimensions
adopted by scholars referring to a particular notion of organizational intelligence. For
example, the value ‘9.5° in the ‘Info-processing’ row means that scholars who have
used structuration theory to investigate information-processing in organizations have,
on average, employed 9.5 of the 16 dimensions we consider central to structuration
theory. Similarly, the row labeled ‘Frequency (tot)’ is the sum of referrals to a
particular dimension across all the different notions. The last row (‘Frequency [@]’)
indicates the share of the 17 articles in our final sample to employ a particular
dimension of structuration theory. For example, the Frequency (@)-value of ‘.65 for
the column ‘KN’ states that 65% of all articles in our sample refer to Giddens’s
idea/concept of the knowledgeable actor.

The aggregation of results allows us to draw some conclusions. First, not all aspects
(i.e. dimensions) of structuration theory have been adopted equally by organizational
intelligence scholars. While concepts and notions such as structuration (94%), agency
(76%), interaction (71%), the duality of structure (71%), Giddens’s conceptualization
of structures as sets of rules and resources (71%), or knowledgeability (65%) were
adopted by the majority of authors, other aspects such as ontological security (6%), the
role of unintended consequences of action (18%), the routine character of day-to-day
conduct (29%), or social institutions (29%) received little attention. Reasons for this
bias may be manifold. Many scholars have primarily turned to structuration theory to
employ its powerful explanatory scheme for reconciling the agential and structural
dimensions of phenomena. To an extent, this explains the high percentage of authors
referring to structuration (94%) or the duality of structure (71%). The almost equal

frequency with which Giddens’s notions of agency (76%) and knowledgeability (65%)
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on the one hand, and his view of structures as rules and resources (65%) on the other
have been employed, supports this conclusion. This focus may also be the reason why
other dimensions of structuration theory have received much less consideration. An
alternative explanation for the latter could be that certain concepts are more difficult to
grasp (e.g., ontological security; OS), less powerful to generate new insights from than
others (e.g., unintended consequences of action; UC), or taken for granted by scholars
(e.g., the routine character of everyday life; RT).

It is also interesting that scholars have adopted Giddens’s tripartite view of the
structural context (signification [SS], domination [DS], and legitimation [LS]) en bloc
in most cases (e.g., Orlikowski, 1992, 2002; DeSanctis & Poole, 1994; Staber &
Sydow, 2002; Bresnen et al., 2004; Akgiin et al., 2007). The somewhat higher
Frequency (tot) and Frequency (@) scores for signification structure (SS) is primarily
the result of Heracleous and Hendry’s (2000) structurational account on discourse,
which concentrates on this particular aspect of interaction contexts.

In terms of the average number of dimensions adopted (‘@’), there is a clear
difference between the various notions of organizational intelligence. While scholars
of knowledge/knowing have, on average, employed structuration theory’s dimensions
quite selectively (on average, 5.4 of 16), scholars of the information-processing qua
ICT use view have adopted Giddens’s account in a much more comprehensive way
(on average, 12 of 16).

In addition to analyzing the frequency with which scholars have made use of
particular dimensions of structuration theory, we can analyze usage intensity (see
Table 2-18). For this purpose, we make some modifications to the above table. The
scores in the table’s body do not represent frequencies, but rather intensities. Each
cell’s intensity score is calculated by dividing the sum of all the intensity scores within
a notion by the frequency with which a particular concept has been used by articles
relating to that notion. For example, the score of ‘1.3’ for the dimension ‘KN’ in the
‘Info-processing’ row is calculated from the sum of all intensity scores for that
dimension in the sample of articles that investigated the information-processing notion
of organizational intelligence (sum of scores in column ‘KN’ in Table 2-13) divided
by the frequency score (‘F’) for that dimension and notion (calculation: (1+1+2)/3 =
1.33 = 1.3). The intensity score (‘I’) for each notion is equal to the sum of all single
scores in a row (i.e. notion) divided by the number of dimensions appropriated. For
example, information-processing scholars have employed 14 of the 16 dimensions of

structuration theory (all except RT and OS). To compute the intensity score (‘I’), we
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divide the total intensity score of 22.9 by 14 (calculation: (1.3+1.8+2+1+2+
1.5+1+1.5+1.5+1.342.2+1.5+2.7+ 1.6)/14 = 1.64 = 1.6). The same procedure was also
applied to calculate the ‘Intensity (0) for each column (note: ICT Use,
Communication, and Discourse are sub-notions, and were therefore included as

weighted averages in the row ‘Info-processing’).

Table 2-18: Analysis of Structuration Theory’s Intensity of Use

Agency Structure Reconciliation 1
KN AA RT IC UC OS RR SS DS LS EC ND DU MO ST SI
Intelligence 2 1 2 2 2 2 1 1 1 2 2 1 1.6
Info-processing 1.3 1.8 2 1 2 15 1 15 15 13 2215 27 1.6 1.6
ICT Use 1 2 2 1 25 1 1 15 2 15 25 2 25 1 1.7
Communication 1 1.5 2 2 1 1 1 2 1 27 2 1.5
Discourse 2 2 I 3 I 2 2 2 3 2 1.7
Knowledge 23 1.3 2 13 251 1 1 3 1 2 1 2 1.6
Learning 171315 1 1 1 2 2 2 2 2 1 2 17 1.6
Adaptation 1 2 3 2 2 15 2 1 1 2 1 3 1.8
Intensity (@) 1.7 152218 1.1 1.0 21 17 1.3 15 19 1.1 21 1.5 21 1.6

The above results allow us to draw some conclusions. First, the intensity of the use of
structuration theory is well balanced across different notions of organizational
intelligence (see column ‘I’). However, the average intensity is low to moderate
(between 1.5 and 1.8; full range: 1 to 3). This confirms our first impression when
assessing each paper, that scholars often employed auxiliary concepts without further
elaborating on them. This also supports Giddens’s (1989: 294) criticism that scholars
often clutter their accounts by taking on board too many structurationist concepts at
once rather than picking those most relevant to the account developed. In contrast, the
intensity scores vary considerably across different dimensions (see row ‘Intensity
[D]°). The dimensions RT (2.2), ST (2.1), DU (2.1), and RR (2.1) exhibit the highest
intensity scores. At the lower end are OS (1.0), UC (1.1), ND (1.1), and DS (1.3). This
is not very surprising, since Giddens’s claim of the routine character of day-to-day
conduct (RT), his concept of structuration (ST), the notion of the duality of structure
(DU), and his conceptualization of structures as rules and resources (RR) are all at the
center of his social theory. However, we were somewhat surprised that his notion of
knowledgeability (KN) only yielded a moderate intensity score of 1.7, since this
dimension is eventually the ‘core’ of structuration theory that ties everything together

(see Parker, 2000: 52ff.). While KN unsurprisingly plays a key role in research on
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knowledge and knowing, this dimension is rather weakly used in research on
information-processing and learning.

Second, the dimensions ST, DU, and RR not only yielded high overall intensity
scores, but also received similarly high consideration from scholars investigating
different notions of organizational intelligence. Of these three concepts, Giddens’s
notion of the duality of structure (DU) played a key role in almost all the accounts we
investigated. Its intensity scores across notions range from 2.0 to 2.5. The use of
Giddens’s conceptualization of structures as rules and resources was similarly
balanced. The only outlier in this regard is Heracleous and Hendry’s (2000)
structurational account of discourse. On the other end of the scale, there are those
dimensions that score low across different notions, such as the interaction dimension
of structuration theory (IC; score between 1.0 and 1.3; overall intensity of 1.1). We
believe the reason for this is not that scholars have forgotten to take this dimension
into account, but rather that they have taken it for granted. The same might be the case
for the concept of knowledgeability, although reference to this is more variegated than
that of IC. That many scholars have referred to knowledgeability only in passing —
especially scholars in the areas of ICT Use, Communication, and Adaptation — may
not be the result of a lack of interest in this dimension. Scholars may not have been
explicit about knowledgeability’s role, but have assumed it as a background
proposition. Furthermore, it is not surprising that the ‘KN’ dimension received the
highest score from scholars of knowledge, since the two concepts knowledge and
knowledgeability are both terminologically and empirically related.

Both the frequency and intensity analysis suggest that some dimensions of Giddens’s
theory are rarely referred to (e.g., ontological security; OS) while others are variably
employed across different notions of organizational intelligence (e.g., RT, SI, and — to
some extent — UC, DS, and LS). This is indicated by the white spots in Table 2-17 and
Table 2-18. These unchartered territories offer interesting opportunities for future
research. For example, it would be interesting to explore the role of power and social
norms in organizational communication or discourse, or to investigate the role of
unintended consequences of action (UC) with regard to different notions of
organizational intelligence (e.g., unintended learning, etc.). Last but not least, research
could generate additional insights into the role of routines in information-processing in
organizations, or explore the existential dimension underlying the social practices of

information-processing, knowledge, learning, and adaptation.
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To draw an overall conclusion of structuration theory’s adoption by organizational
intelligence scholars, we can further compare the results from the frequency analysis
with those of the intensity analysis. For this purpose, we computed a simple 3x3-
matrix with frequency on the horizontal axis, and intensity on the vertical axis.
Furthermore, we split both frequency and intensity into three categories — low,
medium, and high. To determine the overall use of each of the 16 dimensions of
structuration theory, we had to define the threshold levels to distinguish between low,
medium, and high frequency on the one hand, and between low, medium, and high
intensity on the other. We set these thresholds where we felt it was appropriate to
demonstrate differences in the application of the different dimensions of structuration
theory by organizational intelligence scholars. Importantly, we set these threshold
levels before we allocated each of the dimensions. Finally, we placed each dimension

in the relevant frequency-intensity intersection.

Table 2-19: Frequency-Intensity-Matrix and the Use of Structuration Theory

Low Frequency Medium Frequency High Frequency
(<40%) (40-70%) (>70%)
Low Intensity (<1.5) UC, OS DS, ND
Medium Intensity (1.5-2.0) LS, SI KN, SS, EC, MO AA,IC
High Intensity (>2) RT RR DU, ST

The table summarizes how the 16 dimensions we consider central to structuration
theory have been put to use in research on different aspects of organizational
intelligence. On the upper end, we find the dimensions ‘duality of structure’ (DU) and
‘structuration’ (ST), which have been employed both very frequently and intensively.
At the opposite end, Giddens’s dimensions of ‘unintended consequences’ (UC) and
‘ontological security’ (OS) have received very little attention. From a research
perspective, Table 2-19 indicates which dimensions are still underdeveloped in
research on information-processing, knowledge, learning, and so forth. The row ‘High
Intensity’ indicates that there are a few accounts that have made intensive use of the
dimensions ‘routine conduct’ (RT) and structuration theory’s conceptualization of
structures as rules and resources (RR). Overall, we believe that researchers should
concentrate on conducting focused studies and selectively choosing only those

concepts that can add value to their accounts. However, it is important to keep in mind
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that dimensions that are not directly employed are only methodologically but not
ontologically bracketed (Giddens, 1984: 285).

2.5.2 Conclusion

This paper makes a contribution to existing research in multiple ways. First, it
provides an overview of the different uses of the term ‘organizational intelligence.’
We have argued that the term has been employed in a cognitive or behavioral way.
While research on the latter is rather unified, the former is highly fragmented. The
cognitive view on organizations subsumes topics as diverse as information-processing,
knowledge, learning, sense-making, and foresight. Second, this paper summarizes the
results of more than 30 years of organizational intelligence research informed by
structuration theory. We show how different notions of organizational intelligence
have attracted attention from scholars proficient in Giddens’s social theory (see Table
2-11). While scholars of information-processing were the first to adopt structuration
theory as an analytical lens, in the early 1990s, its application spread quickly to other
notions of organizational intelligence. The last area to be informed by Giddens’s social
theory is that of organizational intelligence itself. However, Akgiin et al.’s (2007)
attempt to reconcile different views on organizational intelligence is not very
compelling. Third, this paper makes a methodological contribution. Our approach to
assessing the impact of structuration theory is much more analytical and detailed than
that of Whittington (1992), Pozzebon (2004), or Jones and Karsten (2008). Hence, our
analysis allows for a detailed discussion on how structuration theory has been put to
use.

However, our account also has some limitations. First of all, we defined
organizational intelligence in a very broad way by including other concepts and
notions, such as learning, knowledge, and so forth. Such a broad view disregards that
scholars do not consider their field of study (e.g., learning) subordinate to
organizational intelligence. Second, the analytical nature of our approach cannot hide
the fact that our assessment remains somewhat subjective. For example, to suggest that
structuration theory is comprised of 16 basic dimensions is a somewhat arbitrary
statement. It is our particular reading of structuration theory that led us to define these
dimensions. Other researchers may thus have come up with more or less dimensions.

Similarly subjective is our determination of intensity scores. To simplify this step and
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reduce valuation arbitrariness, we decided to work only with whole numbers (1, 2, and
3), instead of non-integer scores. Nevertheless, the dividing line between the different
intensity scores is a fluid one, since the dimensions we seek to assess in terms of these
scores are employed in many different ways, which makes it difficult to draw a clear
line between what can be considered a moderate use and what can be considered an
intensive use. Finally, our account is fairly complex. Readers are encouraged to view
our detailed assessment as a source of inspiration for identifying unexplored territories

and discovering different ways to employ structuration theory.
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3.

Towards a Practice-Based Theory of
Foresight in Organizations

Daniel Broger

Abstract: In this paper, we present a practice-based theory of foresight in
organizations. Despite the growing importance of foresight for organizational
survival, it has received little attention as a research topic. Furthermore, the
field is highly fragmented and characterized by an array of dualisms, such as
individual vs. organizational foresight, foresight as an activity/process vs.
foresight as a capability, and foresight vs. hindsight. In our view, the primary
reason for this is that the topic is severely under-theorized at the ontological
level. To provide foresight research with a solid theoretical basis and resolve
existing dualisms, we turn to Anthony Giddens’s (1976, 1979, 1984) theory of
structuration. His ‘ontology of the social’ is considered as one of the most
courageous attempts to integrate disparate views and reconcile dualisms in
social theory. However, employing abstract and general social theories such
as structuration theory for the development of more substantive theories
raises some methodological questions. For example: How do social theory
and more substantive (organization) theories relate to one another? What
role can social theory play during the theory building process? Regarding the
latter, we suggest that organization scholars employ social theories as
‘sensitizing devices’ in empirical inquiries to develop Mertonian ‘theories of
the middle range’ (see Merton, 1967) or as ‘templates,’ i.e. as sources of
inspiration to formulate substantive theories through disciplined theoretical

reflection. The theory presented in this paper is an example of the latter.

Keywords: foresight in organizations, theory building, structuration theory,

practice view of organizations
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3.1 Introduction

For organizations, anticipating disruptive changes in the external environment has
never been more important and more difficult than in today’s hypercompetitive
markets (D’Aveni, 1994). As markets grow more and more dynamic, organizations
must successfully master an ever-increasing level of environmental uncertainty
(Lawrence & Lorsch, 1967; Eisenhardt, 1989a). Furthermore, instead of being mere
passive recipients of environmental change (Thompson, 1967; Lawrence & Dyer,
1983), organizations must learn to actively shape their environments (e.g., Weick,
1969; Daft & Weick, 1984; Smircich & Stubbart, 1985).

It is surprising that the topic of foresight in organizations has thus far received
little attention from organization scholars, since it plays an important role in
organizational survival, and given its close relationship to an array of other research
topics that have received considerable attention, such as strategy, innovation, and
learning. Occasionally, researchers of information-processing in organizations (e.g.,
Galbraith, 1974; Tushman & Nadler, 1978), environmental scanning (e.g., Hambrick,
1981, 1982; Jain, 1984; Daft et al., 1988; Elenkov, 1997), sense-making (e.g., Weick,
1969, 1993, 1995b; Daft & Weick, 1984; Gioia & Chittipeddi, 1991; Thomas et al.,
1993), and other topics have made references to the idea of foresight. However, it has
not been treated as a key element in their accounts.

During our literature review, we also discovered that existing research on
foresight in organizations is highly fragmented and characterized by several
conceptual dualisms, such as individual vs. organizational foresight, foresight as an
activity/process vs. foresight as a capability, and foresight vs. hindsight. The main
reason for such high fragmentation is that, a decade after Johnston (2001) called for a
strengthening of its theoretical basis, the field still lacks a solid ontological grounding.
To fill this gap, we present a theoretical account of foresight in organizations that
builds on Giddens’s (1976, 1979, 1984) theory of structuration. We contend that a
practice-based theory of foresight that draws on structuration theory can not only
establish a theoretical basis for the field’s reintegration and the resolution of
conceptual dualisms, but can finally establish foresight as a key topic within
organization studies.

Common to all practice accounts is that they seek to grasp the intricacies of
organizational life and that they are critical of attempts to grasp organizational

phenomena without considering human actors a constitutive element of the phenomena
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studied (e.g., Johnson et al., 2007). Furthermore, practice scholars of organizations
have criticized organization research for focusing on providing ever-new dehumanized,
archetypical models (e.g., process models of strategy formation) that fail to grasp how
members of organizations contribute to the constitution of the phenomenon studied.
The goings-on in organizations can only be understood by investigating organizational
members’ day-to-day doings, i.e. their practices.

At a more abstract and general level, social theorists have turned to the notion
of practice in their attempts to transcend the limitations of both the structural-
functional view (e.g., Talcott Parsons) and the phenomenological-hermeneutic thread
of social theory (e.g., Alfred Schiitz). What became known as the practice ‘school’ of
social theory was first and foremost developed by three of the most highly regarded
social theorists of the last century: French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu (1980, 1990,
1994) with his work on the ‘sense et raison practique,” Jirgen Habermas (1981) with
his magnum opus on ‘communicative action,” and Anthony Giddens (1976, 1984) with
his theory of structuration. All three are highly respected for their efforts to synthesize
various traditions of thought into one single theoretical framework to overcome not
only the disarray of thought after the dissolution of the ‘orthodox consensus’ in the late
1960s but also many of the conceptual dualisms in social theory, such as structure vs.
agency, determinism vs. voluntarism, and others (Appelrouth & Edles, 2008: 683ff.).
Despite their shared concern with explaining the grounds of human action, they offer
highly unique syntheses.

To develop our practice theory of foresight in organizations, we employ
structuration theory (Giddens, 1976, 1979, 1984) as our ‘analytical lens’ and source of
inspiration. Giddens’s ‘ontology of the social’ (Bryant & Jary, 1991: 27) is regarded as
the most courageous attempt to overcome dualisms in the field of social theory. In the
field of organization studies, his theoretical project has helped redefine entire
disciplines, such as accountancy (e.g., Roberts & Scapens, 1985; Maclntosh &
Scapens, 1990; Scapens & Maclntosh, 1996), or to establish new specialty topics, such
as technology use in organizations (e.g., Orlikowski, 1992) (see Bryant’s [1999]
overview of the uses of structuration theory). We hope to achieve the latter with regard
to the topic of foresight in organizations.

The account that follows is novel in at least two ways. First, although the topic
of foresight has been punctually incorporated into practice-oriented accounts of
strategy formulation (e.g., Whittington, 1996; Chia, 2004; Jarzabkowski, 2003, 2004)
or organizational sense-making (e.g., Weick, 1969, 1993, 1995b) and sense-giving

77



(e.g., Gioia & Chittipeddi, 1991), we found no publications that have made the social
practice of foresight in organizations their primary concern. Our account therefore
establishes a new research thread and gives rise to an array of interesting new research
questions. Second, employing structuration theory as an ‘ontological lens’ to develop a
practice-based theory of foresight in organizations requires that we are clear about the
relationship between social theory and the more substantive theoretical accounts
informed by it. While some organization scholars have been explicit about their socio-
theoretical stance, we found no account that deals comprehensively with the
methodological issues that arise from using abstract social theories to build more
substantive theories of organizational phenomena. We thus decided to complement our
account with a more encompassing discussion of the different roles social theory can
play in organizational theory development.

This paper is organized as follows: First, we review the existing literature on
foresight in organizations. Given the plurality of uses of the term ‘foresight’ and the
field’s high fragmentation, we look for underlying dualisms and discuss how they
relate to the different research streams. Furthermore, we explain why theorizing the
topic of foresight from a practice perspective informed by structuration theory can help
provide this research area with a firm theoretical basis and eventually bridge the gap
between seemingly disparate views grounded in the mentioned conceptual dualisms. In
the second part, we review contributions made by organization scholars on the topic of
theory building and assess how social theories such as Giddens’s theory of
structuration can be employed by organization scholars in their theorizing efforts. This
part concludes with a brief summary of the basic propositions of building theories
informed by Giddens’s comprehensive ‘ontology of the social.” In the third part, we
introduce our novel practice-based theory of foresight in organizations. We present
some general characteristics of foresight as practice and an original theoretical account
of foresight that lives up to Weber’s (1968: 5791f.) call for theoretical adequacy at the
levels of meaning and causality. Based on our practice theory of foresight, we then set
out to resolve the dualisms in foresight research and to reconcile these previously
conflicting concepts. The paper closes with a brief discussion of our propositions and

some concluding remarks.
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3.2 Research on Foresight in Organizations — A Fragmented Field

Foresight is a key driver of a firm’s strategy (Chakravarthy & White, 2002) and thus
an important source of competitive advantage (Hamel & Prahalad, 1994). ‘Probing
into the future’ (Andriopoulos & Gotsi, 2006) allows organizations to not only identify
relevant trends in the external environment, but also to proactively create new avenues
for innovation. Failure to anticipate the future (Reid & Zyglidopoulos, 2004) can
severely impoverish firms as they will miss future business opportunities (Hamel &
Prahalad, 1994: 29). This is especially the case if disruptive changes that challenge the
firm’s value proposition and business model (Christensen, 1997) go unnoticed for too
long. Foresight failure can be caused by missing or deficient organizational
information filters to detect weak signals (Ilmola & Kuusi, 2006) or cognitive biases
(MacKay & McKiernan, 2004; Pina e Cunha et al., 2006).

Organization and management scholars have employed the term ‘foresight’ to
denote quite different things. In the early days of management and organization
research, the term was primarily used in an elitist-individualistic way. Foresight was
seen as a particular trait of the competent manager (e.g., Whitehead, 1933 [1967]:
110f.) or as a top management task (e.g., Drucker, 1954; Stark, 1961). This overly
individualistic interpretation was later contrasted by a view that conceptualized
foresight as an organizational or collective achievement. While the elitist-individualist
view was rather unified in its conception of foresight, the organizational-collective
view exhibited considerable conceptual fragmentation. Organizational foresight was
seen either as a process (Andriopoulos & Gotsi, 2006; Johnston, 2001), a capability
(Tsoukas & Shepherd, 2004a; Major et al., 2001), or a collective accomplishment
(Schwandt & Gorman, 2004). Together, the individualistic and organizational views
constitute what we call the cognitive ‘school’ of foresight research. In these accounts,
foresight is primarily considered a mode of organizational information-processing
(Galbraith, 1974; Tushman & Nadler, 1978), sense-making (Weick. 1969, 1995b), and
learning (Constanzo, 2004) — either at the individual or at the organizational level.

The cognition stream of foresight research is accompanied by two other bodies
of research on foresight, namely the instrumental and the enactment schools of
foresight. The instrumental thread of foresight research emerged as a result of the need
for better tools and methods to incorporate ‘future thinking’ into organizational
planning and decision-making (Mintzberg, 1981). From an instrumental perspective,

the term ‘foresight’ is generally employed as a label for qualitative-hermeneutic
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methods of thinking about the future (Reid & Zyglidopoulos, 2004; Fahey & Randall,
1998) which contrasts with the quantitative methods of forecasting which simply
project the future by extrapolating previous data. The most prominent of these
qualitative ‘methods of foresight’ is probably scenario planning. Scenarios can serve
various purposes. They can be predictive, explorative, or normative (Borjeson et al.,
2006). Following forecasting’s deterministic view of history, predictive scenarios
attempt to anticipate what wil/l happen and can thus be considered forecasting’s
qualitative counterpart. In contrast, explorative scenarios more openly ask: ‘What can
happen?’” The goal is to consider the possible effects that events may have on the
organization. Finally, normative scenarios ask for the desired future and how it can be
realized. These types of scenarios rely on an analytical methodology also known as
backcasting. Instead of asking for probable or possible futures, scholars of backcasting
suggest that it is better to describe a desirable future and to assess how a particular
goal or state can be achieved (Lovins, 1976; Robinson, 1982; Anderson, 2001) by
deliberately working towards realizing that desired future. Unlike predictive scenarios,
normative approaches to scenario planning do not rely on a deterministic view of the
future. The future is rather considered inherently open and something that can be
actively shaped.

A third, somewhat underdeveloped strand of research — compared to the
cognitive and the instrumental threads — is the enactment view of foresight. In the
tradition of the constructivist-interpretative movement in organization research,
proponents of this view suggest that the future is not predetermined, but rather
something that is actively created (Buchen, 1999). Analogous to the environmental
enactment view in the strategic management literature (Miles & Snow, 1978; Pfeffer
& Salancik, 1978; Smircich & Stubbard, 1985), the enactment school of foresight
proposes that members of organizations enact, i.e. construct and create the future.
Enactment can take on two basic forms as exemplified by Narayanan and Fahey’s
(2004) ‘invention’ and ‘navigation’ concepts. While invention assumes the future is
“fundamentally open and manipulable” (Narayanan & Fahey, 2004: 48), navigation
suggests that organizations often ‘muddle’ their way through (Lindblom, 1959;
MacMillan & Jones, 1986) if they inhabit high-velocity environments (Eisenhardt,
1989a) and if they are forced to engage in continuous strategic experimentation
(McGrath & MacMillan, 2000) and improvisation (Mendonca et al, 2004). The
enactment view thus splits foresight into two different temporal dimensions. While

‘muddling through’ and ‘navigation’ are about coping in the near future, invention
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relates to the distant future. In order to survive, organizations need to concurrently
master both.

A brief note on the problem of terminological confusions rounds off our
assessment of the high fragmentation of research on foresight. Scholars concerned
with the future as a research topic are often negligent in their use of terminology.
Terms such as foresight, forecasting, prediction, anticipation, projection, vision, and so
forth, are often used interchangeably and sometimes denote quite different modes of
thinking about the future. Such terminological carelessness is particularly blatant in the
use of the term ‘prediction.” While the term is often employed to describe a mode of
thinking about the future which aims to foresee the future as it will happen (i.e. in a
singular, predictive sense), others have used it in a very broad sense to represent any
“statement [...] about how the future might turn out” (Bell, 1997: 98; emphasis added).
This problem of terminological carelessness is consequential since our thinking about
the future is invariably bound up with the words we use to describe or assess it. Voros
(2005) thus calls for more careful use and a clear delineation of the different terms.

However, the problem of fragmentation cannot be simply resolved by a clearer
delineation of terms as philologists suggest. We believe that the high diversity of
views is grounded in conceptual dualisms resulting from the under-theorized status of
the field.

3.3 Conceptual Dualisms in Research on Foresight in Organizations

Our analysis of the various streams of research on the topic of foresight revealed that
the field is characterized by several conceptual dualisms. Interestingly, these dualisms

parallel those prevalent and extensively discussed in the field of social theory.

Table 3-1: Dualisms in Foresight Research and Social Theory

Dualisms in Foresight Research Dualisms in Social Theory
Individual foresight vs. organizational foresight Individual vs. society/collective
Foresight as activity/process vs. foresight as capability Action vs. structure

Foresight vs. hindsight Future vs. past

Before we discuss the different types of dualism in more detail, we provide some

remarks on social theory in general to clarify why a turn to social theory can help to
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resolve them. A very brief overview of the history of social theory unveils the roots of
these dualisms and how they were resolved in the practice turn in social theory.

The aim of social theory is to develop universal theories on human social
conduct and the constitution of social phenomena. Since the establishment of social
theory as a scientific discipline in the mid-nineteenth century, social theorists have
been in dispute over the nature of human action and how social phenomena are
brought about. Social theorists have primarily defined their views by taking a
particular stance on a set of conceptual dualisms, such as agency versus structure,
subjectivism versus objectivism, voluntarism versus determinism, and so forth.
Although each social theory is unique to some extent, social theorists have
traditionally subscribed to one of two basic camps. On the one hand, there are those
social theorists who have given primacy to the structural aspects of social life.
Advocates of this view conceptualize human conduct as determined or at least
constrained by external ‘social facts’ (e.g., Durkheim, 1895, 1897) or internalized
structures, such as shared norms (e.g., Parsons, 1937). On the other hand, there are
those social theorists who have assigned primacy to human agency. According to
them, human conduct is not determined by some pre-existing structural context, but
the structural realm itself is socially constructed by the acting subjects (e.g., Schiitz,
1932; Berger & Luckmann, 1966).

Critical of the ‘orthodox consensus’ grounded in Durkheim’s (1895, 1897) and
Parsons’s (1937, 1951) structural-functionalism which conceptualizes social actors as
‘cultural dopes’ who respond to external social ‘forces’ and internalized moral
imperatives in an automated fashion, and at the same time discontent with the high
fragmentation of field of social theory after of the dissolution of that consensus in the
late 1960s, some scholars have turned to the concept of practice to resolve underlying
theoretical dualisms. Practice theorists have argued that routine conduct is not only the
most prevalent form of activity in our daily lives, but that it is in routine conduct that
the amalgamation of agency and structure can be best observed. Moreover, the turn
towards practice enabled these social theorists to prove that most of the existing
dualisms in social theory are rather conceptual than ontological and that a theoretical
reconciliation is not only possible but necessary.

The resolution of conceptual dualisms in practice-based social theory has
helped other scholars to reintegrate different research streams in their fields of study.
Likewise, we build upon Giddens’s (1976, 1979, 1984) ‘ontology of the social’ to

synthesize previous research on foresight in organizations. However, before we can
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perform this synthesis, we need to be clear about the underlying conceptual dualisms

responsible for the fragmentation of research on foresight in organizations.

3.3.1 Individual versus Organizational Foresight

When Alfred North Whitehead (1933 [1967]) coined the term ‘foresight’ during a
Harvard lecture in 1931, he was referring to a trait of the competent individual
business mind (see Tsoukas & Shepherd, 2004b). Two decades before that, Henri
Fayol (1916) defined forsight (‘prévoyance’) as one of the seven key tasks of
management. In line with these early engagements with the topic, many researchers
have focused on the individual manager to illuminate the human cognitive and
psychological dimensions of foresight. Very recently, Pina e Cunha et al. (2006)
analyzed the dialectic between managers’ ‘need to know’ and ‘fear of knowing.’
Others have explored psychological biases of foresight, such as over-confidence and
over-simplification (MacKay & McKiernan, 2004) or have elaborated on barriers to
foresight, such as ‘cognitive freezing” (MacKay et al., 2006) resulting from powerful
intra-firm and industry recipes.

The term ‘organizational foresight’ has been used ambiguously and sometimes
even in a misleading way. Some scholars have employed the label ‘organizational’
only to indicate that their analysis is focused on individuals in organizations. These
accounts, however, do not go beyond the analysis of individual foresight. Other
scholars have recognized the existence of foresight’s organizational aspects that
transcend foresight on the individual level. In these accounts, organizational foresight
is conceptualized either as a process (e.g., Andriopoulos & Gotsi, 2006; Johnston,
2001; Miiller, 2008) or as an organizational capability (e.g., Tsoukas & Shepherd,
2004a; Major et al, 2001).

Despite an extensive literature search, we found no publication that
comprehensively deals with the interrelationship between the individual and
organizational dimensions of foresight. This is a bit surprising since organization
scholars have elaborated on the individual-organizational link in other research areas,
such as organizational learning (e.g., Huber, 1991; Kim, 1993; Crossan et al., 1999),
knowing (Nonaka, 1994; Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995; Tsoukas & Vladimirou, 2001),
memory (Walsh & Ungson, 1991) or intelligence (Akgiin et al., 2007).
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In social theory, this dualism is resembled by the individual-society distinction. The
question is: Is society or are social phenomena merely the aggregation of the doings of
individuals or does the former exhibit certain emergent features or qualities of its own

which cannot be attributed to individual actors?

3.3.2 Foresight as Activity/Process versus Foresight as Capability

The second dualism found in the literature on organizational foresight refers to the
following question: Is foresight a bundle of specific activities organized as a process
(Andriopoulos & Gotsi, 2006) that is analytically distinguishable from other
organizational activities or processes, or is it the “[embedded] ability to cope with the
future [,1.e.][...] the institutionalized capacity of unobtrusively responding to an
organization’s circumstances so that the organization may get around in the world”
(Tsoukas & Shepherd, 2004a: 138)? For the latter, scholars have also employed the
term ‘foresightfulness’ (Tsoukas & Shepherd, 2004a, 2004b). Foresightfulness is
regarded as an organizational skill that emerges when “future-oriented thinking ceases
to be a specialized activity undertaken by experts and/or senior managers [...], but
acquires the status of expertise that is widely distributed throughout the organization
and is spontaneously put into action” (Tsoukas & Shepherd, 2004b: 10). The capability
view suggests that foresight is a pervasive background skill that emerges when social
actors form an intuitive and coherent relationship between the past, the present, and
future (Tsoukas & Hatch, 2001).

Some scholars have argued that establishing a foresight process may be a
prerequisite for organizations active in high velocity environments (Johnston, 2001).
However, how far such a process can constitute a source of competitive advantage
remains unanswered. Research on foresight as a capability has suggested that
foresightfulness can in fact constitute a source of competitive advantage especially if
foresight becomes a firm’s core competence (Major et al., 2001) or if it assumes a key
role in an organization’s dynamic capabilities (Tsoukas & Shepherd, 2004a; on the
topic of dynamic capabilities see also Helfat & Peteraf, 2003; Teece et al., 1997;
Eisenhardt & Martin, 2000).

On the level of social theory, the distinction between foresight as an activity/process
and foresight as a capability mirrors the dualism between action and structure if we

understand a capability as an idiosyncratic set of ‘rules and resources’ (Giddens, 1984:
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17). In this context, the term ‘structure’ is to be understood in a broad sense as it
includes genetic dispositions, norms, habits, skills, and so forth. For many years, the
structure-action dichotomy has been — and still is — one of the most debated issues
among social theorists. The question is: How does agency and human conduct relate to
the structural context and vice versa?

The first and the second dualisms are interrelated. Both, foresight as an
activity/process and foresight as a capability can be identified on the level of
individual actors or the level of social collectives, i.e. organizations. At the individual
level, members of an organization may engage in foresight-related activities, such as
scenario planning. Moreover, they can exhibit the personal trait or capability of being
and acting foresightful in their day-to-day conduct. Similarly, organizations may have
defined or even institutionalized particular activities or standardized processes related
to foresight or they may display a collective capacity for rendering organizational
activities foresightful.

In addition to these more obvious dualisms, we found that scholars of foresight
have relied on different conceptions of time and different assumptions of the
relationship between the past, present, and future. This discordance is expressed in our
third dualism.

3.3.3 Foresight versus Hindsight

The distinction between hindsight and foresight is rooted in different assumptions
about the nature and possibility of knowledge of the past, the present, and the future. It
is generally accepted that the future, unlike the past, cannot be known (MacKay &
McKiernan, 2004). Much of the contemporary confusion surrounding the
epistemology of the Futures Studies discipline relates to this philosophical problem. A
series of questions arise from this epistemological asymmetry: Is there one future or
are there several futures? How can we become knowledgeable about the future? In
what regard does knowledge of the future differ from that of the past? Is foresight
linked to or independent from hindsight? This list can easily be extended. Since it is
not within the scope of this paper to provide answers to these complex philosophical
questions, we will only focus on issues that have troubled foresight scholars.

By drawing upon literature on neurophysiological and socio-psychological

research, MacKay and McKiernan (2004) investigate the link between hindsight and
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foresight in scenario building in organizations and discuss possible biases that affect
this link. They argue, for instance, that people tend to overestimate ex post the
likelihood that an event could have been predicted ex ante. This ‘hindsight bias’ results
from the fact that hindsight and foresight differ in the information available to the
observer (Fischhoff, 1975; cited in MacKay & McKiernan, 2004). A second bias is
‘creeping determinism’ (Fischhoff, 1975), which denotes the human tendency to
gravitate towards determinist explanations of history. People often believe that events
could not have happened otherwise. Finally, MacKay and McKiernan (2004) refer to
the ‘foresight bias’ which results from a shallow perception of history and occurs
when we take our knowledge of and thoughts on the past for granted. This bias often
leads to an over-simplified view of the future. MacKay and McKiernan (2004) argue
that all three types of biases may lead to over-confidence, faulty reasoning, and
‘logical path-dependencies’ into the future, limiting the possible futures that humans
can anticipate and envision. Managers must therefore look for effective means to de-
bias foresight in their organizations.

The topic of the continuity versus the discontinuity of history and the
conceptualization of the relationship between the past and the future is not unique to
foresight research, but has also been a central theme in other areas of organization and
strategy research. For example, innovation researchers have analyzed path
dependencies (Arthur, 1990; Sydow et al., 2009) or explored the distinction between
incremental and radical innovation (Dewar & Dutton, 1986) and their impact on
strategy and organization (Ettlie et al., 1984). The term ‘path dependency’ has
sometimes been defined simply as ‘history matters’ (e.g., Arthur, 1989). Mahoney
(2000) defines path dependency as ‘“historical sequences in which contingent events
set into motion institutional patterns or event” (p. 507; emphasis added). Moving from
a simplistic-causal notion of path dependency to the recognition of the contingency of
events renders the relationship between the past and future indeterminate.

How we think the future connects to the past influences not only how we look
back in time, but also how we look forward. This becomes clear when we look at the
various tools of foresight and the different past-future relationships they incorporate.
While instruments of quantitative forecasting assume that the future basically
resembles the past and that the future can be predicted or at least approximated,
qualitative-hermeneutic techniques, such as scenario building take a much more open
approach to the past-future relationship. As a consequence, different perceptions of

uncertainty and assumptions about the past-future relationship require different tools
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of foresight (Dreborg, 2004). While forecasting may prove useful for anticipating
developments in a stable environment with low uncertainty, it may not be the best tool
in a high-velocity environment where uncertainty is high. In this case, a more open
approach to the future is needed that recognizes the possibility of discontinuity
between the past, present, and the future (Courtney, 2001). The perception of
uncertainty and openness of the future depends considerably on the time horizon. In
the near term, the future often appears singular and closed, i.e. determined. When we
assume a long-term view, the future becomes much more open and contingent.

In social theory, different conceptions about the relationship between the past
and the future as well as the perception of history as either determined or contingent
are closely intertwined with the structure-agency dualism. While social theorists who
give primacy to structure (e.g., functionalists, structuralists) often adopt a deterministic
stance towards the future, those who give primacy to agency (e.g., phenomenologists)
often assume that the future is open and indeterminate. Practice theorists concerned
with resolving this dualism of agency versus structure take an intermediate position on
this, advocating that history and the future are neither radically open nor hermetically
closed. Although most day-to-day conduct is repetitive and thus also predictable with
high levels of confidence, the course of events is not somehow predetermined by
external or internalized ‘forces.” Social actors can always choose to ‘act otherwise’
(Giddens, 1984: 14) and they can never fully control all the consequences of their
actions. This implies that practice scholars view the future as emerging and open to
intended and unintended consequences of purposive action.

Practice scholars, especially Anthony Giddens, argue that these dualisms can be
transcended because they are principally conceptual and not ontological. We later
return to this topic when we attempt to resolve the above-mentioned dualisms based on

our practice-based theory of foresight in organizations.

3.4 Towards a Practice-Based View

Although the practice turn in social theory gained momentum after the dissolution of
the structural-functionalist consensus in the late 1960s, the practice thread of social
theory dates back even further in the history of socio-theoretical thought. The practice
view has its intellectual roots in an array of streams, such as the American

philosophical pragmatism of Dewey (1922) and Pierce (1934), Schutzian
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phenomenology (e.g., Schiitz, 1932), the social psychology of Mead (1934), later
Wittgenstein’s (1953) ordinary language philosophy, Goffman’s (1959) dramaturgical
interactionism, Berger and Luckmann’s (1966) social constructivism, and the symbolic
interactionism of Blumer (1969). Initially confined to the area of social theory, the
practice view quickly spilled over into other areas of the social sciences. From the late
1970s onwards, ideas forwarded by newer social theorists of practice (Bourdieu,
Giddens, and Habermas) found their way into strategy and organization research as
scholars aimed to advance their understanding of the goings-on in organizations by
adopting their accounts as interpretative-analytical lens. As a consequence, the focus
gradually shifted from offering ever new ‘de-humanized’ frameworks of organizations
towards detailed explorations of organizational members’ day-to-day conduct.

In this section, we summarize the key developments that led to the practice turn
in social theory and how the practice approach inspired new research avenues in the
fields of organization, strategy, and management research. In addition, we assess

whether the practice-based view has informed research on foresight in organizations.

3.4.1 Beyond Dualisms — The Practice Turn in Social Theory

As previously mentioned, the discipline of social theory has historically been divided
into two broad camps. On the one hand, there were those who worked in the tradition
of the founding fathers of sociology, Auguste Comte and Emile Durkheim, who aimed
to establish sociology as ‘physique sociale’ (Comte, 1825) vis-a-vis the natural
sciences. Following the naturalistic model of science, they argued that the purpose of
sociology is to discover ‘social facts’ (Durkheim, 1895) and to formulate laws which
allow those in power to intervene in the social realm. Members of society were
regarded merely as ‘marionettes’ determined by external social forces. In the search
for the driving forces that explain how order arises from the acts of individuals —
known as Hobbes’ problem of order —, it was Parsons (1937, 1951) who advanced
Durkheim’s work in the first half of the twentieth century. His seminal works led to
the establishment of structural-functionalism as the dominant mode of thinking about
the social realm. Parsons suggested that in order to explain the existence and nature of
social phenomena, one only needs to unveil the shared and internalized social norms
that determine individuals’ conduct. In his account, norms acted as functional claims

that allowed for a coherent and plausible explanation of social phenomena.
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From the early twentieth century onwards, a second camp of social theory developed
whose proponents disagreed fundamentally with the views held by Comte, Durkheim,
and their followers. These scholars stressed that humans differ fundamentally from the
impersonal objects of the natural realm. Social actors are not ‘dopes’ who
automatically react to some sort of social force. Humans not only interpret the world
around them (Schiitz, 1932) but reality itself is socially constructed (Berger &
Luckmann, 1966). Building upon Husserl’s (1901) existential phenomenology, actors
are seen as active agents playing a key role in the constitution of reality. As a
consequence, social inquiry is not about explaining the actors’ conduct by reference to
some sort of social force, but about gaining a deep understanding (‘Verstehen’) of how
social actors construe and enact their world-view.

The following table summarizes some of the main differences between the

structural-functionalist thread and the interpretative thread of social theory:

Table 3-2: The Two Camps of Social Theory and Their Key Differences

Structural

Functionalism Phenomenology
Human conduct is ... determined voluntary
Reality is ... objectively given subjectively constructed
In analysis, primacy is attributed to ... structure agency
The social and the natural sciences are ... very similar radically different
The primary task of social science is to ... explain understand

The dissolution of the structural-functionalist consensus in the late 1960s has left the
discipline of social theory in a state of disarray. There were mixed reactions to this.
There were those who welcomed the multitude and incommensurability of different
perspectives. They believed that the social realm may be too complex to be adequately
represented in a single social theory. Then there were those who retreated back into
structural functionalism or newer forms of Marxism with the goal to keep the old
consensus alive through the import of certain aspects form the interpretative school of
social theory. Finally, there were those scholars who embraced the multitude of
perspectives and social theories but set out to find a ‘neutral ground’ from where
supposedly incommensurable views could be synthesized by reworking the most basic
concepts, such as agency, structure, and so forth. Practice scholars of social theory
followed the latter approach.
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The most prominent exponents of this ‘third way’ were Pierre Bourdieu (1972, 1980),
Jirgen Habermas (1981), and Anthony Giddens (1976, 1984). Their unique practice
accounts have not only helped to alleviate the crisis in social theory, but have opened
up new, fruitful avenues for thinking and theorizing about the social realm. By
regarding social practice as the ‘primary generic social thing” (Schatzki et al., 2001: 1),
these authors set out to transcend the dualisms established by earlier theories which
employed structures, systems, meaning, life-world, events or actions as their primary
objects of inquiry. Strongly influenced by Heidegger’s (1927) existentialism and his
proposal that human conduct and interpretation are mutually constitutive on the one
hand and the later Wittgenstein’s (1953) notion of ‘rule following’ on the other,
practice theorists aimed “to free activity from the determining grasp of objectified
social structures and systems, to question individual actions and their status as the
building-blocks of social phenomena, and to transcend rigid action-structure
oppositions” (Schatzki et al., 2001: 1).

Although Pierre Bourdieu, Jirgen Habermas, and Anthony Giddens have all
proposed a practice view and, to some extent, drawn upon the same classics of social
theory (e.g., Martin Heidegger, Alfred Schiitz, later Wittgenstein), their accounts are
highly unique. Not only have they melded the work of classical social theorists in
different ways but each of them has focused on a different substantive concern. While
Bourdieu focused on the reproduction of class relations and Habermas on the prospects
of democracy in the modern world, Giddens aimed to explored the effects of modern
society on the nature of trust, risk, and the self (Appelrouth & Edles, 2008: 684). It is
beyond the scope of this paper to elaborate on the commonalities and subtle
differences between the accounts introduced. What is of importance here is that the
theory of structuration is the only account which was not also politically motivated. In
addition, Giddens avoids Bourdieu’s relapse into some form of ‘genetic determinism’
as well as Habermas’s argumentative complexity and socio-political call. His primary
concern was to supply a well elaborated ‘ontology of the social’ which transcends the

conceptual dualisms found in social theory at that time.

3.4.2 The Rise of the Practice View in Organization Research

Studying organizational members’ daily activities has a long history in organization

and management research. Fayol (1916) was among the first to study what managers
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actually do. In his general theory of management, Fayol (1916) suggests that ‘doing
management’ consists of six primary tasks: planning, organizing, commanding,
coordinating, controlling, and — interestingly — foresight (‘prévoyance’).

In the 1950s and 1960s, research on managers’ roles, tasks, and conduct
experienced a first peak. It was also during this time that Peter Drucker, one of the
most prolific writers on management, published his seminal work entitled ‘7he
Practice of Management’ (1954). While most research was focused on the top
management level, the build-up of middle management levels in large corporations
urged researchers to extend their research to this new caste of managers. Horne and
Lupton’s (1965) explorative studies on middle managers’ work activities are
noteworthy in this regard.

Fayol’s and Drucker’s early management theories have inspired many
researchers to investigate what managers actually do. However, many of these
accounts were of a descriptive nature and understanding remained largely superficial
until the 1970s (Mintzberg, 1971). Inspired by Fayol’s account but critical of the high
superficiality of his descriptions of managerial work, Mintzberg (1970, 1971, 1973)
conducted a series of in-depth empirical studies on the work of managers. In his article
‘Managerial Work: Analysis from Observation’ (1971), Mintzberg suggests that
managers perform ten different roles which can be grouped into three categories:
interpersonal, decision-making, and information-processing. Since managers
eventually operate at the ‘heart of the system’ and adopt a multitude of roles, he
concludes that their work is characterized by “variety, discontinuity, and brevity”
(Mintzberg, 1971: 97). Hence, Mintzberg’s inductive studies of managers’ daily
activities gave Fayol’s ‘types of managerial work’ new life and substance.

While Mintzberg’s early studies aimed at grasping managerial work in general,
he later concentrated on the exploration of ‘strategy work’ in organizations. His article
on ‘Patterns of Strategy Formation’ (1978) is a milestone in strategy research.
Mintzberg argues that the then dominant view, which depicts strategy as a deliberate
plan that informs decision-making, is flawed since it cannot explain the many
empirical instances in which a deliberate strategy remains unrealized or an unintended
strategy becomes realized. He thus suggests that strategy should be regarded as a
“pattern in a stream of decisions” (Mintzberg, 1978: 934), since this will enable
strategy researchers to allow for both deliberate and emergent aspects of strategy
(Mintzberg & Waters, 1985). His study can thus be considered one of the first

accounts of the strategy-as-practice thread of research.
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Since the late 1970s, practice-oriented management and organization research has
accelerated rapidly. Researchers have investigated practices involved in sense-making
(Weick, 1969, 1993, 1995b), sense-giving (Gioia & Chittipeddi, 1991), storytelling
(Boje, 1995), and issue selling (Dutton et al., 2001) to name only a few. Despite this
expansion of the practice view into ever new sub-areas of management and
organization research, it is the strategy-as-practice field that retained most of the
scholarly attention. Since the late 1980s, the practice thread of strategy research has
been able to establish itself as a specialty research stream within the strategy field (see
Mintzberg, 1987; Hendry, 2000; Jarzabkowski, 2000, 2003, 2004, 2005; Jarzabkowski
et al., 2007; Jarzabkowski & Spee, 2009; Whittington, 1996, 2002, 2003, 2004, 2006,
2007; Samra-Fredericks, 2003; Johnson et al., 2007).

The increasing use of practice approaches to organization and management is
rooted in concerns about the gap between the plethora of scientific theories of
organizational phenomena and a lack of understanding what members of organizations
actually do (Jarzabkowski, 2004: 529). Theory and practice differed considerably.
Many of the theories introduced were superficial and tended to analytically slice
organizational phenomena into ever smaller pieces. The resulting theoretical
fragmentation contrasted with the day-to-day lives of organizational members who
experience reality as a coherent whole. Being a lay actor requires an “instant
assessment of the whole” (Bourdieu, 1990: 81) and a practical feeling (‘sens pratique’)
for what will happen in the imminent future. By introducing theories of practice,
scholars hoped to provide accounts that accommodate for this ‘sense of wholeness’ but
also to reconcile existing research.

Reed (1992) argues that employing a practice stance in the analysis of
organizations allows for a synthesis of the structural focus of systems and power
perspectives and the processual focus of negotiated order and cultural approaches to
interpreting organizations. However, this does not mean that these variegated
approaches can simply be combined. In fact, both sides need to be reworked in order
to be synthesized. It is in this reconciliation that we see the advantage of turning to
social theories of practice. The conceptual reworking of notions, such as agency,
power, structure, and so forth is a complex matter, which requires profound theoretical
reflection on the ontological level. It is not that organization scholars could not reflect
deeply upon these issues by themselves; it has been the main task of social theorists to
do just this. Turning to the accounts of social theorists of practice provides

organization scholars with a rich source of ‘sensitizing concepts’ (Blumer, 1954;
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Giddens, 1984) which can be fruitfully employed by organization and management
scholars aiming to formulate original theories that synthesize different views.

Our literature review revealed that organization scholars occasionally
referenced social theorists of practice, such as Bourdieu, Habermas, and Giddens.
However, the question of whether organization scholars informed by social theories of
practice have fully embraced the analytical and explanatory capacity of these
comprehensive ontologies of the social still remains open. We believe that most
scholars have made too vague and too selective references to the works of social
theorists of practice to provide their research with a solid theoretical basis. In fact, only
few organization and management scholars have dealt with the complex implications
of employing these practice-oriented social theories.

Regarding structuration theory in particular, among the first to more
comprehensively apply Giddens’s social ontology in the context of organizations were
Ranson et al. (1980). They proposed a practice view of the organizational structuring
by building upon three of structuration theory’s core conceptual ideas: meaning
construction in interaction, the role of power, and the constraining and enabling effect
of the structural context. This first use of structuration theory was followed by an
increasing adoption of structurationist ideas by scholars from many different research
areas, such as accounting (e.g., Roberts & Scapens, 1985; Maclntosh & Scapens,
1990; Scapens & Maclntosh, 1996; Boland, 1996), information-processing and
information technology use (e.g., Orlikowski, 1992; DeSanctis & Poole, 1994),
discourse (e.g., Heracleous & Hendry, 2000), communication (e.g., Yates &
Orlikowski, 1992), intelligence (e.g., Akgiin et al., 2007), learning (e.g., Berends et al.,
2003), knowledge (e.g., Hargadon & Fanelli, 2002), strategy and transformation (e.g.,
Sarason, 1995; Pozzebon, 2004), interorganizational networks (e.g., Sydow &
Windeler, 1998), and managerial agency (e.g., Whittington, 1992). Our theory of the
social practice of foresight in organizations presented later in this paper complements

this growing body of literature.

3.4.3 Practice Accounts on Organizational Foresight

Foresight is an elusive and often miscomprehended concept (Major et al. 2001: 91).

According to Slaughter (1995), “[f]oresight is not the ability to predict the future [...].

It is the human attribute that allows us to weigh up pros and cons, to evaluate different
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courses of action and to investigate possible futures on every level with enough reality
and meaning to use them as decision making aids [...]. The simplest possible
definition [of foresight] is: opening to the future with every means at our disposal,
developing views of future options, and then choosing between them” (p. 1; emphasis
added). Although this definition was not forwarded by a practice scholar, it fits well
with a practice view of foresight for several reasons. First, according to this definition,
foresight is considered a fundamental feature of being human. Second, it is something
that has more to do with doing than with being. This is indicated by the many verbs
used in the definition (e.g., weigh up pros and cons, evaluate courses of action, etc.).
Finally, foresight combines activities at various levels of consciousness. While some
activities take place on the discursive consciousness level, others are done tacitly, that
is, they take place on the level of humans’ practical consciousness.

Practices are inherently social. Some scholars have thus conceptualized
foresight as a collective enterprise (Schwandt & Gorman, 2004). However, the
attribute ‘collective’ has been employed in two complementary yet distinct ways: in a
constructivist and in a practice sense. Proponents of a constructivist view of foresight
in organizations have suggested that members of the organization collectively
construct ‘images of the future.” For example, Seidl (2004), revisiting Ansoff’s (1975)
notion of ‘weak signals,” suggests that signals are rather socially constructed than
actually ‘out there’ and perceived. Furthermore, Slaughter (2002) argues that a shift
from forecasting and scenario building to a social constructivist view of foresight
entails also a methodological paradigm shift. The aim is not to create handy theoretical
frameworks for foresight (e.g., a process model of technology foresight), but to
explore the micro-processes involved in the social construction of images of the future.

In addition to the social constructivist view of foresight, there is the ‘collective
coping’ or ‘collective foresightfulness’ view of foresight. Foresight is a collective
organizational skill or accomplishment that emerges when organizational members
build a coherent relationship between the past, present, and future; that is, between
memories of the past, attention, and expectations (Tsoukas & Hatch, 2001; Weick &
Roberts, 1993; Tsoukas & Shepherd, 2004a, 2004b). While to some extent linked to
the constructivist view of foresight, the coping view — having its root in Heideggerian
existentialism and Dreyfus’ (1991) influential commentary on Heidegger’s works —
differs from the former in its strict orientation towards the primacy of practice (Stern,
2000). In these accounts, however, practice is not seen as the routine doings of social

actors but as a skill, 1.e. a disposition to perform particular types of activities with high
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competence. There are a few social theorists of practice who have tried to defend the
view that practice is essentially a skill (e.g., Turner, 1994). However this view on
practice has not attracted much support from the broader community of social
theorists.

In this paper, we introduce a practice theory of foresight in organizations which
goes beyond existing constructivist accounts and the coping view of foresight. With
regard to the first, our account is only partially a social constructivist one. In our
theory, we complement social constructivist dimensions of foresight with other
aspects, such as the enabling and constraining effects of the structural context and an
analysis of the role of power in foresight. With regard to the latter, our theory accounts
for the existential dimension of foresight but does not stop there. We fuse existential
aspects with the constructivist and interactionist dimensions of foresight to provide a
general theory of the social practice of foresight in organizations.

Before we present our practice theory of foresight in organizations and explain
how our structurationist account transcends existing dichotomies in research on
foresight, we elaborate on what constitutes a ‘good’ theory, the role of social theory in
organizational theory building, and the implications of adopting structuration theory as
a ‘template’ for building more substantive theories. While the first of these three topics
has received considerable attention in the past (e.g., Whetten, 1989; Bacharach, 1989;
Sutton & Staw, 1995; Weick 1995a), scholars have been silent about the other two.
The following section aims to finally fill this gap.

3.5 Theorizing Structuration in Organizations

In this section, we elaborate on some elemental aspects of building theories of
organizations informed by social theory. We first discuss some general principles of
theory development and the proposed characteristics of ‘good’ theories in the field of
organization research. Subsequently, we explore the general relationship between
social theory and more substantive organization theories. We argue that social theories
can be ‘put into use’ by organization and management scholars in two basic ways:
first, as a ‘sensitizing device’ (Blumer, 1954) in empirical research and, second, as a
template for disciplined theoretical reflection. If used as a sensitizing device, a social
theory can support the formulation of what Merton (1967) calls ‘theories of the middle

range.’ If used as a template for disciplined theoretical reflection, social theories can
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be substantiated by applying them en bloc or in part to a topic of interest. As a result,
the substantive theory developed resembles the social theory’s explanatory logic. By
clarifying the relationship between social theory and intermediate theories, we offer
some guidance for the more deliberate and confident use of social theories in building
meso-level theories of organizational phenomena. We conclude this section by
supplying some basic principles of using Giddens’s theory of structuration in the
development of substantive accounts of organizational phenomena. We provide a
synopsis of the role Giddens claimed his theory can play in the development of more

substantive, meso-level theories of organization.

3.5.1 Organization Theories — Some Principles of Theorizing

Since the establishment of organization studies as a scientific field, organization
scholars have been prolific in introducing ever new theoretical accounts on a broad
array of topics. As a reaction to the large variety of accounts introduced under the label
of ‘theory,” the Academy of Management published a first special topic forum on
theory development in 1989, followed by a second one in 1999. A next one will be
published in April 2011. While some contributors have focused on exploring the
evaluative criteria of ‘good’ theory as an end-product, others have proposed process
models of theory building to make the task of theory building more guided and
deliberate. The first of these two groups has offered checklist-like enumerations of the
‘building blocks’ of theories (e.g., Whetten, 1989) or explicated criteria employed by
editors and reviewers of well-respected journals on organization, management, and
strategy to evaluate whether an article constitutes a theoretical contribution (e.g.,
Bacharach, 1989). By making these evaluation criteria explicit, the contributors hoped
to spur theorizing efforts among organization scholars and strengthen their theory
development skills (e.g., Van de Ven, 1989).

Contributions that focus on theory content conceive theory as a fixed category
or end-product that must meet particular qualities. On a general level, Whetten (1989)
serves as a good exemplar of this tradition of thought. He argues that good theoretical
accounts provide answers to four basic questions: ‘what?’; ‘how?’; ‘why?’; and
‘who/where/when?’. The first of these four questions — ‘what?’ — asks for the elements
(variables, constructs, and concepts) to be included in the theory. Any theoretical

proposal must find a good balance between being comprehensive and parsimonious. A
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theory should comprise all factors relevant to the subject matter while not being too
cluttered with factors that contribute only little explanatory value. The second question
— ‘how?’ — enquires about the proposed relationship between these elements. By
making explicit the patterns between the factors included, the set of theory elements
becomes ordered. Causality, Whetten adds, is only one possible form of relationship
between factors. Together the elements of a theory (‘what?’) and their relationships
(‘how?’) constitute a theory’s domain or subject. Moreover, authors of theories should
explicate the underlying logic of a theory by answering ‘why’-questions. Providing
explanations for why particular elements were included while others were left
unconsidered, and why the elements interrelate as proposed adds the necessary
‘theoretical glue’ (Whetten, 1989: 491). It is first and foremost by answering these
‘why’-questions that propositions forwarded are rendered plausible and intelligible.
Scholars of theory building generally agree that the diligent answering of ‘why’-
questions is a key aspect that distinguishes theory from ‘near theory’ accounts (e.g.,
Sutton & Staw, 1995; Eisenhardt, 1989b). While spelling out the ‘whats’ and ‘hows’
of a theory provide descriptive value, it is the elaboration of ‘why’-questions that
provides a theory with explanatory power and that allows peers to lend credence to
claims made. Finally, by attending to questions such as ‘who?,” ‘where?,” and
‘when?,” the originator of a theory establishes the necessary boundaries of his
theoretical account. It is generally agreed, that for a theory to be plausible and
credible, it must comprise a realistic account of the limits of its validity.

A central topic in the theory content debate is whether theory is to be regarded
as a category that should be delineated from other types of accounts that only
approximate theory but do not fulfill all requirements to count as such. For example,
Sutton and Staw (1995) argue that references, data, variables, diagrams, and/or
hypotheses should not be regarded as theories since they lack the explanatory moment
which is constitutive of theories. However, other scholars of theory building are more
critical about the usefulness of the ‘theory-as-a-distinct-category’ approach. Their
main point of critique is that such a view regards theory as something static. They
emphasize that theories usually have the status of provisional accounts as they are the
result of ‘interim struggles’ (Weick, 1995a: 385). The high frequency of publication
titles including ‘Toward a Theory of ...," ‘Conceptual Framework for ..., and ‘Model
of ...” are indicative of this (Runkel & Runkel, 1984: 129f.; cited in Weick, 1995a).
Moreover, if most theories are in fact ‘interim struggles,’ they represent a state on a

continuum rather than a category (Mohr, 1982: 6). Consequently, advocates of the
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‘theory-as-a-continuum’ view abstain from offering checklist-type accounts on the
constitutive elements of theory. Instead, they focus on discussing and improving
theory building as a scientific activity. Their concern is to develop theorizing
procedures that result in better theories. Weick’s (1989) claim that “[t]heory cannot be
improved until we improve the theory process” (p. 516) serves as a maxim for all those
who have made the process of theory building the primary subject of their study.

One of the most prominent formal process models of organizational theory
building is Weick’s (1989) conception of theorizing as ‘disciplined imagination.” His
process model depicts theory building as an evolutionary process that unfolds
analogously to artificial selection. Weick argues that organization researchers can
significantly improve their theoretical accounts by deliberately creating variety
through imagination and the subsequent application of disciplining measures. The
selection criteria and filters applied to the variety introduced, he adds, are not fixed but
subject to the process of disciplined imagination themselves. According to Weick
(1989), the quality of a theoretical account can be gradually increased through a
deliberate process of ‘trial and error.” The resulting theories tend to be fresh, plausible,
and interesting.

Weick’s (1989) process model of theory building is recognizably a Popperian
one. As a relentless critic of the then predominant verification mode of theory
validation, Popper (1963) argues that progress in scientific knowledge is better
achieved by forwarding ‘bold conjectures’ and subsequently submitting these
conjectures to the selective pressures of falsification. However, while adopting such a
‘trial and error’ mode of theorizing may bypass some basic inferential problems of the
verification mode, choosing appropriate criteria for refutation/selection is not an easy
and unbiased task. Which criterion/criteria should determine whether an idea or
theoretical conjecture is retained or refuted? Answers to this question vary
considerably. Proponents of the experimentalist strand of theory testing advocate for
rigorous logical/internal and empirical/external validation as the primary selection
mechanism in theoretical inference (e.g., Campbell & Stanley, 1966; Cook &
Campbell, 1979; Shadish et al., 2002). According to Campbell (1986), validity “must
come from the contribution of the referent of belief to the selection processes” (p.
118). In contrast, Weick (1989) contends that establishing the internal and external
validity of a theoretical claim might not be the most important activity to be carried
out by social scientists if the goal is to propose new and bold conjectures. Instead, he

proposes that interest and plausibility are legitimate and often more useful measures
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for the selection and retention of ideas in the process of theory building (for more on
selection criteria, see Davis [1971]; or for the ‘soft’ selection criteria in organization
research, see for example, Daft [1984] and Lundberg [1976]).

During the iterative process of developing our theoretical account on the social
practice of foresight in organizations, we repeatedly consulted Whetten’s (1989) and
Bacharach’s (1989) criteria of ‘good’ theory in order to assess the completeness and
quality of our account. Weick’s (1989) ‘disciplined imagination’ model of theory
building served as a basic template for our theory building process. New ideas were
constantly challenged by querying whether they are plausible and interesting.
However, for drafting a structurationist theory of foresight in organizations, we turned
towards Giddens’s socio-theoretical framework — not only for inspiration but also as
our primary means for refuting ideas (e.g., free-floating foresight; irrelevance of
context; etc.). A broad review of the extant body of literature on foresight provided a
second source of imagination and selection. Questions such as: ‘Have other foresight
scholars already thought of this?,” and ‘How have they conceived of the relationship
between x and y?’ allowed us to relate our ideas and conjectures to existing findings on
foresight.

Employing structuration theory as our primary source of imagination and
selection in the theorizing process raises an array of issues that need further
clarification. First we need to be clear about the general relationship between abstract
social theories and the more substantive, meso-level theories of organizational
phenomena that resemble the basic logic of a particular social theory. Second, we need
to clarify the requirements and implications of using Giddens’s theory of structuration

as a source of inspiration in theory building efforts.

3.5.2 On the Relationship Between Social Theory and Organizational Theories

Social theories, such as Giddens’s theory of structuration are abstract and general
accounts on the nature of human actions and the constitution of social life. The
purpose of social theory is to provide an overall theoretical frame for interpreting and
explaining human conduct and the constitution of social phenomena. In order to
theorize about social life in general, social theory employs abstract concepts, such as
agency, structure, and power. The aim is to formulate universal propositions about

human conduct and social phenomena.

99



Generally, it is the high level of abstraction and generality that lends social theories
their broad applicability and explanatory power. As a consequence, these theories are
quite distanced from the realm of empirical particulars. Empirically oriented
sociologists, such as Robert K. Merton (1957) are critical of the ‘glaring divorcement’
of social theory from the empirical realm and regard this as a basic deficiency of social
theory (see Blumer, 1954). Critics of social theory argue that the high level of
generality renders these accounts too indeterminate to be of much value to empirical
research (see e.g., Gregson’s [1989] critique of structuration theory).

In his seminal article ‘What is Wrong with Social Theory?,” Blumer (1954)
reviews the main threads of criticisms raised against social theory (e.g., the dominance
of the exegetic vis-a-vis the empirical mode of theory development) and against its
relevance to the conduct of empirical inquiries (e.g., its lack of direct facilitation of
empirical investigation). He argues that what critics regard as deficiencies of social
theory may in fact be idiosyncrasies rather than shortcomings. The distanced character
of social theory is bound up with the nature of its concepts. He adds that the concepts
of social theory are distressingly vague and may, at best, only allow for rough
empirical identification (Blumer, 1954).

It is beyond the scope of this paper to elaborate on all these alleged deficiencies
of social theory. To clarify the role of social theory in theory development, we focus
on what is called the underdetermination problem of social theory. We believe that
this will allow us to define social theory’s role not only in the conduct of empirical
inquiries but in the development of substantive theories in general. Originally, the term
‘underdetermination’ has referred to claims about the relation between theory and
empirical evidence. The underdetermination hypothesis basically suggests that any
type of theory — highly abstract or more substantive — is underdetermined by empirical
facts, meaning that mutually incompatible theories can “enjoy the same relation to any
given body of evidence” (Laudan, 1998: 527). Thus, there is always the chance of a
rival theory that is also consistent with the evidence at hand. Quine’s (1960) thesis on
the ‘indeterminacy of translation’ illustrates the core of this problem. In his analysis of
a linguist attempting to grasp a foreign language by means of inductive reasoning, he
convincingly argues that different systems of hypotheses — that is, ‘translation
schemas’ or theories — can be made to match the totality of speech-acts. Hence, the
translation of observed speech-acts is inherently indeterminate.

Obviously, the further removed a theory is from empirical particulars, the more

the underdetermination is aggravated. Different social theories can rather easily be
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made to fit with the same set of empirical data. Consequently, it becomes almost
impossible to judge whether one social theory is explanatorily superior to another one
because they may both be able to provide a coherent and conclusive explanation for
the same empirical phenomenon. Traditionally, scholars have followed two different
approaches to solve this problem. On the one hand, they have attempted to reduce the
conceptual distance between highly abstract social theories and empirical particulars
by specifying the concepts of a particular social theory in order to render it more
directly employable for empirical inquiry (see Stones [2005] with regard to
structuration theory). On the other hand, they have stressed the necessity of such
abstract and general socio-theoretical accounts and called for the development of more
substantive, meso-level theories informed by social theory. While the first approach
focuses on modifying social theories to lessen their level of abstraction and generality,
the second advocates the introduction of an intermediate theoretical layer of meso-
level theories. The term ‘meso’ (from the Ancient Greek word ‘mésos’ for ‘middle’)
already indicates that these theories are located between the realm of highly abstract
and general social theories on the one hand and the domain of empirical particulars on
the other. Their explanatory scope transcends the single empirical event but is less
ambitious than that of social theory. Importantly, both approaches to alleviating the
problem of the underdetermination of social theory have argued against the dismissal
of social theory, but have supported its use in building more substantive theories.
While the goal of the first approach is to render the concepts of social theory more
concrete and empirically ‘testable,’ the second retains the abstract and general status of
social theory and focuses on specifying its relationship vis-a-vis more substantive
accounts and how the latter can be informed by social theory. We favor the second of
these approaches for two reasons: First, the task of engaging in the formulation of
abstract and general social ontologies is retained as a necessary one; and second, the
‘substantiation’ of a particular social theory is done in relation to a particular subject
matter or topic rather than being independent of it.

We argue that the realm of meso-level theories is inhabited by two types of
theories: Merton-type ‘theories of the middle range’ and what we call ‘substantiated
theories.” Substantiated theories are, as the term suggests, substantiations of a
particular social theory in relation to a particular topic. Although using two different
labels for meso-level theories suggests that these theories deviate from each other,
there is no clear demarcation line between them. Instead, they represent the two ends

on a continuum of meso-level theorizing informed by social theory. These two types of
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theories are characterized by the different roles social theory and empirical particulars
play in their development. Moreover, since the conceptual distance between social
theories and empirical particulars is considerable, meso-level theories can also exhibit
a varying degree of abstraction and generality. The following figure illustrates how
each of the two types of meso-level theories relates to social theory on the one hand

and the empirical particulars on the other:

Figure 3-1: The Two Roles of Social Theory in Meso-Level Theorizing

Social Theory’s Roles in Meso-Level Theorizing Indeterminacy Level
Social Theory I abstract/
sens1'ttzl:1g 0 \ ‘template’ general
device ; A A Indeterminacy
,'( ) i @ of Specification
» :
Theories of the '2 Substantiated ‘ meso/
Middle Range @ Theories 1 intermediate
\ E /'
M : ) Indetermlnc.zcy
! L of Translation
v ~ I concrete/
Empirical Particulars particular

In the process of building meso-level theories, social theory can be either employed as
a sensitizing device or as a template. In the formulation of Mertonian-type theories of
the middle range, social theory normally plays a subordinate role (see [3]; indicated by
the dotted arrow). Critical about the relevance of grand social theorizing for empirical
research, Merton (1957) proposes that social scientists should focus on developing
theories “that lie between the minor but necessary working hypotheses that evolve in
abundance in day-to-day research and the all-inclusive systematic efforts to develop
unified theory that will explain all the observed uniformities of social behavior,
organization, and social change” (p. 39). He stresses that such theories of the middle
range should be formulated bottom-up, i.e. inductively from empirical data (see [1];
primacy indicated by the bold arrow). They “[can]not [be] logically derived from a
single all-embracing theory of social system, though once developed they may be
consistent with one” (p. 41; italics in original text). Middle-range theories are thus

primarily empirically informed and not derived from a particular social theory.
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However, we believe that Merton’s general dismissal of social theory from empirical
research is based on the same misconception of the nature of concepts in social theory
as discussed by Blumer (1954). Although the concepts forwarded by social theorists
may be too broad and unspecified for direct empirical testing, this does not mean they
are of no value to social researchers aiming to formulate primarily empirically
informed theories of the middle range. Social theory’s concepts can still serve as
‘sensitizing devices’ (Blumer, 1954; also Giddens, 1984: 326). Moreover, they can
provide support for the difficult task of moving from empirical data to middle-range
theories. Such sensitizing can take place in two different ways. Social theory can
sensitize researchers during data collection (2) and/or data interpretation (3). However,
social theory plays a subordinate, supporting role throughout the entire theory building
process. With regard to the problem of underdetermination/ indeterminacy, middle-
range theories are subject to what Quine (1960) calls the ‘indeterminacy of translation’
as they are primarily developed bottom-up (see column labeled ‘Indeterminacy’). The
use of social theory in the process of theory building can to some extent alleviate this
problem by adding focus during data collection (2) and providing an explanatory logic
for the interpretation of the data gathered (3). However, it can only do this by adding
another type of indeterminacy, namely indeterminacy of specification. To use concepts
of social theory as sensitizing devices during data collection and interpretation requires
the researcher to specify these concepts with regard to the subject matter to be
explored. Such specification is also indeterminate because of the interpretative
moment involved in translating socio-theoretical concepts into more substantive ones.
Generally, the use of social theory is justified if the gains from a reduced
indeterminacy of translation outweigh the losses from the indeterminacy of
specification added. Whether this is the case depends on the subject matter
investigated and the social theory employed.

In the development of ‘substantiated theories,” social theory takes on a different
role. These meso-level theories are, as the name already indicates, substantiations of a
particular social theory in relation to a particular subject matter. In contrast to social
theory’s subordinate role in building middle-range theories, a particular social theory
is used as a primary source of conceptual and explanatory inspiration (4). It provides
social scientists with a capacity for ‘sociological imagination’ (Mills, 1959) and a
particular world-view (see, for example, Kilminster [1991] on structuration theory as a
world-view). As ‘derivatives’ of a particular social theory, substantiated theories build

on a social theory’s primary conceptual dimensions (‘what?’) and its explanatory logic
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(‘how?’ and ‘why?’). The social theory is primarily ‘put into use’ by specifying its
dimensions in terms of the subject matter theorized. In this process of specification,
the abstract and substantively vacuous concepts of a social theory are translated into
more definitive, substantive concepts to form a meso-level theory related to the topic
of interest (e.g., the social practice foresight in organizations).

Substantiated theories differ from theories of the middle range not only in
respect of their relation to social theory but also in their relation to the empirical realm
(5). At least three differences can be identified. First, while middle-range theories are
primarily induced bottom-up from empirical data and only weakly informed by social
theory, it is the empirical realm that plays a subordinate role in the development of
substantiated theories. This does not imply that the latter are entirely disconnected
from empirical instances or that they are generally less empirically valid than middle-
range theories. It only means that substantiated theories are not primarily developed
from empirical data and that the empirical realm is employed in a much more flexible
and opportunistic way. For example, during the development of our theory of the
social practice of foresight in organizations, we relied on common-sense reasoning
instead of performing an in-depth empirical study of the phenomenon in an empirical
setting. With regard to empirical validity, substantiated theories also benefit from the
general empirical validity of the social theory that informs its development. Second,
while middle-range theories normally focus on particular aspects of a social
phenomenon, substantiated theories entail anything from a focused use of a single
socio-theoretical concept to a comprehensive account of a particular phenomenon. Our
theory of foresight in organizations is an example of the latter. Owing to its generality,
it could thus also be called a ‘substantive ontology.” Third, while developing theories
of the middle range is about generating empirically testable hypotheses, this is not the
primary goal when developing substantiated theories. The goal of the latter is rather to
grasp and convey the gestalt of a particular phenomenon and at best forward some
general propositions about the nature of the phenomenon theorized.

The remarks made above indicate that substantiated theories also differ from
theories of the middle range regarding the problem of indeterminacy. While the former
are first and foremost empirically indeterminate with the problem of the indeterminacy
of specification playing only a subordinate role in theory building, this relation is
inversed in the process of developing substantiated theories. When a particular social
theory contributes to the formulation of more substantive theoretical accounts, its

highly abstract concepts need to be specified with regard to the subject matter.

104



However, how are these concepts to be specified? Which concepts and which
dimensions of concepts adopted have to be taken into account and what can be left
unconsidered? Or more generally put: How can we avoid theoretical arbitrariness? The
development of our account on the social practice of foresight in organizations
illustrates this problem. Since we wanted to build a theory that directly builds upon
Giddens’s theory of structuration, we had to (a) decide which concepts of Giddens’s
comprehensive theoretical framework to adopt and (b) determine how to fill them with
substance.

Translating a social theory into a substantive meso-level theory is an iterative
task. The social scientist must move back and forth between the social theory
employed and the subject matter theorized to gradually form a new, meso-level theory.
Weick’s (1989) idea of theorizing as ‘disciplined imagination’ serves as a procedural
template in this process. During a lengthy theorizing process, new ideas and thoughts
are constantly added and subsequently tested for plausibility. The theoretical account
developed represents an ‘interim struggle’ (Weick, 1995a: 385) rather than a
completed task. Substantiated theories remain open to criticism and modifications as
the substantiation could have been done differently.

Since each social theory differs in terms of its central concepts, explanatory
logic, and research questions it helps to address, we need to specify the implications of
adopting structuration theory as a ‘world-view’ (Kilminster, 1991). What are the
indispensable theoretical claims and aspects of Giddens’s (1976, 1979, 1984) theory
that need to be retained in any meso-level theory which claims to be true of

structurationist theory’s world-view?

3.5.3 Towards a ‘Structurationist Imagination’ of Organizational Phenomena

To develop a more substantive theory of structuration presupposes that such a theory
adopts structuration theory’s theoretical core and its explanatory logic that ties
together its concepts and dimensions. Although this claim may sound trivial and self-
evident, authors of accounts based on structuration theory have shown limited interest
in clarifying the requirements and implications of adopting structuration theory as an
analytical framework and source of inspiration in theory building efforts. Some
authors have been explicit about the conceptual elements they have adopted. However,

there has been a vexing silence regarding an array of important questions related to the
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different types and possibilities of meso-level theories of structuration as well as on the
relationship between Giddens’s social ontology and such substantive theories.

A broad and complex array of questions arises from employing structuration
theory in theory building: Should structuration theory be adopted en bloc or can/should
researchers employ its concepts selectively? In case of a selective use of concepts,
what core elements need to be adopted so that the theory developed passes as a
structurationist one? What are the possibilities and limitations regarding the types of
theoretical accounts that can be formulated? What types of explanations does
structuration theory allow for? This list of relevant questions could easily be extended.

Since the aim of this paper is to create a substantiated theory of the social
practice of foresight in organizations, we focus our elaborations on the requirements
and implications of translating structuration theory into more substantive theories
through disciplined theoretical reflection. We thus disregard certain questions and
issues concerning the use of structuration theory in empirical research, although some
of the aspects discussed hereafter are also relevant to the conduct of such inquiries.
Furthermore, to avoid getting unnecessarily tangled up in the myriad of philosophical
subtleties, we focus on the most pressing questions. Our goal is not to compensate for
Giddens’s lack of interest in epistemological and methodological issues (Bryant,
1992), but to provide some general guidance for social scientists aiming to translate
structuration theory into substantive, meso-level theories and to provide the reader
with an overall sense of how structuration theory’s idiosyncrasies and ‘spirit’ can be
preserved in the translation process. Each of the subsequent paragraphs starts with a
question which is subsequently answered. The sequence of these questions is arbitrary

and does not imply a priority order among these issues.

What is the ontological status of structuration theory and what does this imply for the
development of substantiated theories? Structuration theory explicates the constitution
of social life on a high level of abstraction and generality. Opposing the dominance of
functionalist thought in social research (e.g., Giddens, 1979: 7) and puzzled by the
increasing socio-theoretical disarray and the relativistic tendencies in the aftermath of
the resolution of that ‘orthodox consensus’ in the late 1960s (see Giddens, 1984: xvi),
Giddens saw a basic need for establishing a new foundation where ideas from various
traditions of socio-theoretical thought could fruitfully meet. He argues that many of
the dualisms in social theory, such as agency versus structure or subjectivism versus

objectivism, are essentially conceptual rather than ontological. To reconcile these
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theoretical conflicting views, Giddens had to find a new conceptual basis from which
he could rework concepts, such as agency, structure, and so forth. The concept of
(social) practice — defined as routinized human conduct — provided this new ground.
However, to synthesize socio-theoretical ideas from different traditions, Giddens had
to formulate his own account on a highly abstract level (Stones, 2005: 7) detached
from empirical particulars. As a consequence, Giddens’s theory of structuration does
not provide “clear links to substantive circumstances” (Stones, 2005: 7). However, this
does not imply that such links cannot be established. We believe that it is ultimately
the task of scholars of specialty topics, such as foresight, learning, and so forth, to fill
this gap by translating Giddens’s social theory into meso-level theories. It is their task
to develop the ‘bridging concepts’ that substantiate structuration theory’s abstract

concepts and dimensions with regard to the subject matter theorized.

Can/should structuration theory be employed en bloc or should social scientists rather
pick the concepts and ideas which seem useful to advance insights into a subject
matter? Giddens has repeatedly stated that he does not feel overly sympathetic towards
the ways in which most authors have employed his concepts in their work (e.g.,
Giddens, 1989: 294). He has always been critical of an en bloc adoption of his ideas in
expectation of methodological innovation. Instead, Giddens believes that the concepts
of structuration theory should “be used in a selective way in thinking about research
questions or interpreting findings” (Giddens, 1991a: 213). He stresses that there is “no
obligation for anyone [...] to take on board an array of abstract notions that would
merely clutter up what could otherwise be described with economy [...]” (Giddens,
1984: 326). Moreover, he contends that “to suppose that being theoretically informed
[...] means always operating within a welter of abstract concepts is as mischievous a
doctrine as one which suggests that we can get along very well without ever using
such concepts at all” (p. 327). Giddens suggests that the use of structuration theory’s
concepts must be tailored to the goal of the research project and the research questions
posed. However, this permission to choose concepts and ideas is not to be understood
as a free ticket to arbitrarily combine his ideas with concepts and ideas from other
traditions of thoughts as many scholars have mistakenly done. For example, scholars
cannot uphold structuration theory’s claim of human actors’ knowledgeability when
following a functionalist mode of reasoning. Moreover, it is impossible to remain true
to the premises of structuration theory when structure is not seen as constituted within

and through social actors’ knowledgeable conduct but as an external, reified ‘thing.’
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Hence, while scholars can select those concepts and ideas that seem promising for
gaining new insights into the topic or phenomenon investigated, it is essential that they
adopt Giddens’s concepts in a way that remains true to the overall ‘spirit’ of

structuration theory.

What types of analytical-methodological brackets does structuration theory allow for
and what does this imply for the development of substantiated theories? According to
Giddens (1984: 288f.), structuration theory lends itself to two types of ‘methodological
brackets.” First, social scientists can concentrate on actors’ strategic conduct. In such
analyses, the focus is mainly on issues of practical reasoning, the conduct of social
actors, and how the structural context enables and constrains that conduct. The
institutional properties of larger social wholes are bracketed. However, putting an
analytical veil on institutional aspects of social collectives does not mean that they are
in fact irrelevant to actors’ strategic conduct. The bracket is, as already noted, only
methodological and not ontological. The second form of bracketing advocated by
Giddens is the opposite of the first. In analyses of stability and change in social
collectives, the strategic conduct of single actors may be bracketed. Generally, the
installation of analytical brackets depends on the overall research goal and the research
questions posed. If the goal is to theorize on individuals’ conduct and the processes
involved in this (e.g., reflexive monitoring of conduct, rationalization of conduct,
social interaction, etc.), it is advisable to bracket institutional dimensions, since they
add little explanatory value to the account developed. By the same token, if the goal is
to develop a theory on the macro-mechanisms of structural or systems reproduction,

then details about the actors’ conduct may unnecessarily clutter the account.

Finally: What is the ‘theoretical core’ of structuration theory that must be considered
if a substantiated theory is to count as a structurationist one? To define structuration
theory’s essence is not an easy task, especially since Giddens advocates the selective
use of structuration theory’s concepts as well as the use of different analytical
brackets. Certainly, the term ‘structuration’ has served as an overall label for his
theoretical project, which suggests that it is central to his overall account. However,
does this mean that the idea of structuration must be incorporated into all substantiated
theories in order to be structurationist accounts? We do not think that this is the case.
Earlier in this paper, we argued that — regarding a particular topic or subject matter —

substantiated theories resemble the key elements and explanatory logic of a particular
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social theory. Additionally, we stated that the research goal primarily determines
which aspects of social theory may be useful in developing a substantiated theory.
Given this, the above-mentioned question can be reformulated to: Are there any
research goals/questions for which a social researcher can employ structuration theory
without the concept of structuration? The answer to this question is yes. For example,
a social researcher interested in power dependencies among social actors could decide
to employ Giddens’s (1984: 16) idea of the ‘dialectic of control.” If the researcher’s
focus is on understanding how social actors mobilize different types of resources as a
means of domination but not on the impact this has on the reproduction of social
relations, then it is not necessary that the researcher adopts Giddens’s notion of
structuration. Nevertheless, the account developed may be a truly structurationist one.
If not the concept of structuration, what is the indispensable ‘theoretical core’ of
structuration theory that must always be taken into account when developing
substantiated theories true to Giddens’s overall project? A brief review of Giddens’s
original motivation to formulate his social theory proves illuminative here. It was
primarily his discontentment with the dehumanized view of the orthodox consensus
that impelled Giddens to draft a new socio-theoretical account which forcefully
reintroduces social actors as constitutive element in social theory. Giddens was
convinced that social actors are not only performing agents who are telecommanded
by some sort of social ‘force(s),” but that they are inherently knowledgeable agents
who know a great deal about how to intervene in the world. This idea constitutes the
core of structuration theory and serves as Giddens’s starting point for reworking other
concepts, such as agency, structure, power, etc., and the relationship between them.
Regarding the concept of structure, assuming knowledgeability implies that structures
can no longer be seen as something independent of the acting subject. Thus, Giddens
conceptualizes structures as ‘virtual” bundles of rules and resources that only become
real — in the sense that they have a bearing upon human conduct — if agents appropriate
them in their conduct. Structures can only enter into human conduct through agents’
knowledgeability. This does not mean that actors are always aware of the structural
elements which inform their conduct or that they can discursively attend to them.
Human conduct is for the most part governed by humans’ practical rather than their
discursive consciousness. To account for the fact that many structural properties are
relatively stable over time, Giddens proposes that the moment in which structural
features are appropriated in conduct is also the moment of their reproduction. He has
referred to this as the ‘duality of structure’ (e.g., Giddens, 1984: 25ff.). Furthermore, if
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structure is conceptualized as rule-resource sets, then it is no longer only constraining
but also enabling. Without the tacit knowledge of rules of conduct, actors are not able
to act in a competent way. We believe that any account, which claims to live up to
structuration theory’s overall spirit, needs to take these elements into account.
According to our understanding of Giddens’s complex and comprehensive project, the
‘spirit’ of structuration theory is captured in his concepts of knowledgeability, the
practical consciousness, structure as rules and resources, and the dual nature of
structures. We believe that any account which claims to be structurationist needs to
somehow account for these aspects. How precisely they are accounted for and which
other aspects of structuration theory are considered depends, as mentioned, primarily
on the subject matter and research goal.

Subsequently, we present our own ‘interim struggle’ (Weick, 1995a: 385) to
apply the foregoing propositions about theories’ general quality measures, the use of
social theory in building substantiated theories, and the implications of theorizing from
a structuration theory stance to develop a practice-based theory of foresight in
organizations. Our theoretical account is divided into two complementary parts. In the
first part, we discuss some general characteristics of foresight as a social practice. In
the second part, we introduce our practice-based theory of foresight derived from

structuration theory through disciplined theoretical reflection.

3.6 Some General Characteristics of Foresight as Practice

Developing a practice-based theory of foresight in organizations requires that we
clarify the underlying characteristics of such a perspective. The following section is
informed by Weick’s (1995b) prior work on the general characteristics of the practice
of sense-making in organizations as a related field of study. He argues that sense-
making is characterized by seven properties that set it apart from alternative
‘explanatory processes,” such as understanding or interpretation. Likewise, to
distinguish foresight from sense-making and other ‘anticipatory processes’ in
organizations, such as forecasting or scenario building, it is useful to outline some
general characteristic of foresight as social practice. The properties described below
serve as basic principles for any practice-based account of foresight in the context of
organizations. In addition, outlining the key characteristics allows us to formulate a

general definition of what we refer to as the practice of foresight. As we conceive it,
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the practice of foresight is the ongoing, social process of constructing plausible and
actionable ‘memories of the future’ to maintain a sense of identity and ontological
security. This definition statement comprises five elements we consider fundamental
to foresight as practice: foresight is (1) about creating actionable ‘memories of the
future’; (2) social; (3) ongoing; (4) about maintaining self-identity and ontological
security; and (5) driven by plausibility rather than accuracy. Each of these elements is

briefly discussed below.

3.6.1 Foresight is About Creating Actionable ‘Memories of the Future’

It seems rather trivial to state that foresight is about the future. However, it is this
characteristic which distinguishes the practice of foresight from sense-making.
Contrary to foresight, sense-making is grounded in ‘retrospection’ (Weick, 1995b: 24).
However, both foresight and sense-making rely on the human actor to ‘cut’ into the
continual flow of time, i.e. to ‘slice’ it into discrete segments or episodes that can then
receive attention. One cannot talk about the pure duration of experience, only about
particular experiences. Both sense-making and foresight enter into our experience as
memorized events. While the former attends to memories of the past (Weick, 1995b),
the latter concerns what Ingvar (1985) calls ‘memories of the future.” Human agents
‘memorize’ expected future events similar to past events. According to Schiitz and
Luckmann (1980), the future is “filled with typifying anticipated lived experiences” (p.
52) that are stored as memories and called upon to enact desired outcomes. Foresight
is about bringing “effects of future time into the psychological present” (Gjesme,
1983: 347). Moreover, ‘memories of the future’ are actionable, future-directed ‘plans’
(Schiitz, 1932, 1976) that have a bearing upon decision-making and action-taking. As
‘typifications,” these plans are stored in our stock of knowledge and they exhibit the
same logical structure as past experiences. This implies that “we cannot expect any
event of whose typicality we have had no pre-experience” (Schiitz, 1976: 292).
Foresight is always bounded by past experiences stored in the individual’s ‘stock of
knowledge’ and the human capacity to use these experiences as ‘typifications’ to
anticipate what lies ahead. This does not mean that our ‘plans’ or ‘memories of the
future’ are fixed. They are rather in continuous flux (Schiitz, 1976: 290). Moreover,
since our individually held plans cover varying time spans — humans may have plans

for the next minute, hour, day, and so forth — these plans’ degree of fluidity varies

111



considerably. Foresight, as we understand it, is essentially about maintaining a sense
of coherence in individual’s personal ‘experience’ of the future by constantly creating

new and modifying existing ‘memories of the future.’

3.6.2 Foresight is Social

Like sense-making, foresight is an inherently social endeavor. Traditionally, foresight
has been regarded as an ability of the individual (business) mind (e.g., Whitehead,
1933) — a view which was advocated by cognitivists and scholars of psychology.
However, more recent research has shown that our thinking about the future is socially
influenced (Trommersdorff, 1983). Since “human thinking and social functioning |[...]
[are] essential aspects of one another” (Resnick et al., 1991: 3; cited in Weick, 1995b:
38), foresight is not merely an isolated act of the individual, but constituted in social
interaction as humans share and negotiate their ‘memories of the future.” This suggests
that an organization is not merely a “network of intersubjectively shared meanings that
are sustained through the development and use of a common language and everyday
social interaction” (Walsh & Ungson, 1991: 60) or a “set of procedures for
argumentation and interpretation” (March & Olsen, 1976: 25), but a web of shared
‘memories of the future.” Conceiving foresight in organizations as a social
phenomenon is not entirely new, since it has previously been regarded as ‘socially
embedded competences’ (e.g., Tsoukas & Shepherd, 2004a) or as ‘social capacity’
(e.g., Slaughter, 1996). Moreover, a sort of social constructivism seems to be tacitly
assumed in many accounts introduced by scholars of foresight (Fuller & Loogma,
2009). Nevertheless, we believe that the social dimension of foresight has not yet been
fully explored. For example, foresight is not only social in a constructivist sense, but
also in a very practical sense. Humans create, share, negotiate, modify, and dismiss
their ‘images of the future’ in day-to-day interactions with one another. It is the latter

which we investigate in this paper.

3.6.3 Foresight is an Ongoing Process

Since “every current situation has a future horizon” (Schiitz & Luckmann, 1980: 241)

and the “mastery of actual situations [..] involves an orientation to the future” (ibid:
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238), foresight must be considered an ongoing process. If regarded as a social practice,
foresight is an ongoing process on two interlaced levels: the individual-cognitive level
and the socio-interactive level. On the individual level, foresight is grounded in the
innate human need to know how to ‘go on.” The continuity of temporal experience is
fundamental to our sense of ‘ontological security.” To form this continuous stream of
experience, the practical consciousness of humans continuously fuses memories of the
past and future with goings-on in the present. The memory traces of the past, the
experienced present, and ‘memories of the future’ are cognitively synthesized to
provide us with the existential experience of time as a coherent stream. As an ongoing
cognitive process, foresight it is interwoven with continuing processes of motivation
and rationalization (see Giddens, 1984). Together, they form our practical
consciousness, which provides us with the existential capacity to act.

People constantly modify their ‘memories of the future’ by assessing the
bearing of happenings upon these ‘memories.’” This process of memory modification
takes place both on the individual level as well as during social interactions. Humans
routinely assess and share their anticipations, expectations, plans, fears, and so forth,
during interactions with others. In doing so, they must, as we noted earlier, ‘cut into’
the tacit stream of temporal experience to extract their ‘memories of the future’ they
want to share with others. They must convey their pre-reflexive ‘experience’ of the
future from their practical consciousness into the realm of their reflexive, discursive
consciousness (see Giddens [1984: 41ff.] for the distinction practical vs. discursive
consciousness). While foresight on the pre-reflexive level is an ongoing tacit process,
reflexive attention to ‘memories of the future’ and the engagement in discursive
practices about the future is often initiated by events that pose a threat to our identity
or ‘ontological security.” Whenever we expect the future to be threatening or to affect
our self-identity, we reflexively attend to our ‘memories of the future’ and intensify
our engagement in collective discourses about the future to restore our basic sense of

trust that we can ‘cope’ (Heidegger, 1927) with what the future holds for us.

3.6.4 Foresight is About Maintaining Self-Identity and Ontological Security
The above-mentioned arguments indicate that foresight is essentially existential. As an

innate capacity of human beings (Bell, 2003), foresight is directed towards the

maintenance of self-identity and ontological security, whereas ontological security is
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the “confidence or trust that the natural and social worlds are as they appear to be,
including the basic existential parameters of self and social identity” (Giddens, 1984:
375). We agree with Schiitz and Luckmann (1980) that “[i]n our thinking about the
life-world we are, above all, directed toward the future” (p. 19). Moreover, in
modernity, ontological security is essentially future-oriented (Giddens, 1990: 102).
However, since the future is only in part modifiable by our actions and always to some
extent beyond our control, ontological security is constantly jeopardized (Giddens,
1991b). It is by engaging in foresight that we intend to overcome or alleviate the
existential fears which arise from the inherent openness of the future (Hayward, 2005:
641t.).

Self-identity, however, is not only the existential ‘reason’ for permanently
looking ahead, but it is also recursively implied in how we see the future. Or as Weick
(1995b) puts it: “depending on who I am, my definition of what is ‘out there’ will also
change” (p. 20). Foresight draws upon our self-identity, and vice versa. The
synchronous rooting of self-identity in the autobiographical past makes our self-
identity the instance which mediates between our past and our view of the future.

The proposed recursive relationship between self-identity and ‘memories of the
future’ suggests that the more ‘selves’ one has access to, the less likely one will be to
be surprised by the future (see Louis, 1980). However, while alternative, provisional
self-identities help to ‘see’ the future in different ways, they can become a source of
another form of ‘ontological insecurity,” namely equivocality. This is the case when
the multiplicity of self-identities leads to an abundance of alternative, partially
conflicting ‘memories of the future,” which threaten the “consistency of one’s self-
conceptions” (Weick, 1995b: 22). As a consequence, we may find ourselves paralyzed,

1.e. unable to make decisions and take actions.

3.6.5 Foresight is Driven by Plausibility Rather than Accuracy

Foresight is essentially pragmatic. Even in attempts to formulate explicit predictions,
“the ‘unique’, unrepeatable aspects of future events are not grasped, but only the
possibility, probability, etc,” (Schiitz & Luckmann, 1980: 240). Evidently, this has a
lot to do with the increasing openness of the future as a consequence of modernity
(Giddens, 1990, 1991b). If the future is regarded as inherently open, then anticipations

and predictions can always be proven wrong.
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We have already stated that ‘memories of the future’ are typified future states/events
that are paired with ‘plans’ for their enactment. Since we know that our ‘memories of
the future’ represent only possible or probable future states/events, we do not claim to
know with certainty what will happen. Consequently, the (social) construction of these
‘memories’ is governed by plausibility rather than accuracy. The notion of plausibility
suggests that we strive for just ‘enough certainty’ (Isenberg, 1986: p. 242) to make
decisions and take action. We aim for a ‘good story’ which “holds disparate elements
together long enough to energize and guide action” (Weick, 1995b: 61; Weick actually
made this comment with regard to the topic of plausibility in sense-making). The goal
is not to construct detailed and accurate depictions of possible futures but to have
“some map that brings order to the world and prompts action” (Sutcliffe, 1994: 1374).
Foresight is — like sense-making — essentially about plausibility, coherence,
reasonableness, and instrumentality (see Weick, 1995b: 57).

The plausibility versus accuracy debate, it seems, is resembled by the foresight
versus forecasting debate in the organization literature. Cooper (2005) argues that
foresight is about engaging in the vague, imprecise, and latent while forecasting is
essentially about accurate predictions. However, we think this view is flawed. While
forecasting’s heavy reliance on quantitative methods suggests that its ultimate goal is
precision, plausibility plays at least an equal role in such analyses. Forecasting does
not operate within an entirely closed view of the world or future. Especially newer
methods of forecasting acknowledge that the future is inherently open and to a large
extent random rather than closed and predictable (Taleb, 2001, 2007).

Building upon these basic characteristics of foresight as practice, we now
present our structurationist account of foresight in organizations. Adopting
structuration theory as primary analytical framework allows us to not only develop a
fresh and innovative view on foresight as a research topic of increasing relevance, but
it also provides the basis for resolving conceptual dualisms which have hindered

progress in the field.

3.7 Towards a Practice-Based Theory of Foresight in Organizations

An account which deals with the phenomenon of foresight should be adequate on two

levels: meaning and causality (Weber, 1968: 5791f.). Adequacy at the level of meaning

requires that we provide an adequate interpretation of the subjective experience of
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foresight on the individual level. However, to move beyond a descriptive account
towards an explanatory one, we must also provide some sort of ‘generalizing concept’
(Weber, 1968: 605ftf.), i.e. a ‘causal’ interpretation on a higher level of abstraction.
This implies that we account for the underlying ‘mechanisms’ of which actors
involved in the social practice of foresight may not be directly aware. However, this
does not mean that the social practice of foresight is in some regard governed by
invariant laws that resemble the laws found in the natural sciences. Acknowledging
that human beings are purposive, knowledgeable agents who can always choose to ‘act
differently’ (Giddens, 1984: 9) require that we keep our theoretical account clean of
any deterministic claims regarding the conduct of those actors.

We believe that Giddens’s theory of structuration provides an overall
framework which allows us to develop an account that lives up to Weber’s (1968)
claim of ‘double adequacy.’ For this purpose, we have divided our account into three
dimensions. The first dimension takes into account the personal-existential aspects of
foresight on the individual level, which leads to the following questions: What role
does foresight play in our daily lives?; Why is it that we constantly create and utter our
anticipations, views, fears, and so forth to others? The second dimension deals with the
fact that man is an inherently social animal. Thus, to complete our account on the level
of meaning, we need to clarify the socio-interactive dimension of foresight. We pose
the following questions: In what regard is foresight socially constituted?; How does
this social ‘layer’ relate to the agential-existential one? The third dimension deals with
the structural and institutional dimensions of foresight, leading to the key question: In
what regard do structural and institutional aspects influence the social practice of
foresight? The following table summarizes these three dimensions. (Note: the row
labeled ‘adequacy’ indicates to which level of adequacy a dimensions relates;
‘properties’ indicates how each dimension connects to the basic characteristics of

foresight).
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Table 3-3: Theoretical Dimensions of Foresight as Social Practice

Personal-Existential
Dimension

Definition Foresight is existential,
humans need to maintain
self-identity and

ontological security

Key
Question(s)

In what regard is
foresight existentially
grounded? How does it
relate to human action?

Adequacy Meaning

Properties 1,3,4

Socio-Interactive
Dimension

Foresight is social,
individuals share and
negotiate their view,
expectations, etc.

In what regard is
foresight a social
practice?

Meaning

2,3,4)

Structural-Institutional
Dimension

Foresight is regularized;
discourses on the future are
enabled and constrained by
structural features

What is the role of
structural properties in the
constitution of foresight as
social practice?

Causality

To theorize about these three dimensions from a structuration point of view, we
translated them into four conceptual building blocks. The first element investigates
foresight on the level of meaning. For this purpose we look at the personal-existential
as well as the social-interactive dimensions of foresight. The key reason for combining
these two dimensions into one building block is that they can both be theorized with
reference to Giddens’s ‘stratification model’ of the social actor. In addition, we
propose three building blocks which investigate foresight on the ‘causality’ level. We
decided to split the structural-institutional dimension of foresight into three conceptual
parts to resemble the analytical distinction Giddens made within his ‘structuration
model’ (see Giddens, 1979: 81). Each building block relates to one of the three
dimensions of social practices: (1) the use of shared rules and interpretative schemes to
convey meaning in communicative action; (2) the mobilization of resources
(‘facilities’ in Giddens’ terms) as a source of power to act and to pursue interests; and

(3) the sanctioning effects resulting from the normative side of shared rules of conduct.

Figure 3-2: Key Analytical Dimensions of Social Practices

Interaction Communication <« -» Power <> Sanction
Int *l‘ ti f f
nterpretative
Modality P <*->  Resources *» Norms
Schemes
v \ ; \ }
Structure Signification <“-»  Domination *7> Legitimation

Based on Giddens (1979: 82) and Giddens (1984: 29)
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Although each of the three dimensions can be analyzed separately, “in social life itself
they are subtly yet tightly interwoven” (Giddens, 1979: 104). During interactions,
meaning, normative elements and power are interlaced (Giddens, 1984: 28). To
conceptually relate action to structure along all three dimensions, Giddens introduced
what he calls ‘modalities’ of structuration as manifestations of the structural realm.
These modalities serve to “clarify the main dimensions of the duality of structure in
interaction, relating the knowledgeable capacities of agents to structural features”
(Giddens, 1984: 28). However, before we embark on a more in-depth discussion of
these structural dimensions and how they impact the social practice of foresight in
organizations, we need to work out both the personal-existential and the socio-

interactive dimensions of foresight.

3.7.1 The Existential and Social Dimensions of Memories of the Future

Foresight is an existential human need and a social accomplishment. Each actor carries
along an idiosyncratic stock of ‘memories of the future’ (Ingvar, 1985) which is tightly
bound-up with his or her biographical past as it is the latter which provides the
‘typifications’ (Schiitz, 1932) by which the future is depicted. Consequently, through
these ‘typifications,’ the future is connected to the past. Humans experience time as a
seamless thread rather than as divided into the past, the present, and the future.

With the ‘stratification model’ of the actor, Giddens (1979, 1984) offers a well worked
out and powerful analytical model that allows us to account for the personal-existential
grounding of foresight as well as to explore its socio-interactive dimension. The

following illustration depicts the dimensions of his model:

Figure 3-3: Giddens’s ‘Stratification Model’ of the Actor
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Giddens (1979: 56),; Giddens (1984: 5)
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From a personal-existential view, foresight is a chronic feature of life and takes place
mostly at the level of practical consciousness. Foresight is an ongoing cognitive
process which is closely interwoven with other ongoing cognitive processes, such as
motivation and rationalization. Structuration theory suggests that it is through ongoing
processes of rationalization that actors maintain a “continuing ‘theoretical
understanding’ of the grounds of their activity” (p. 5). Since rationalization supplies
the ‘reasons’ for what we do and since reasons are teleological and directed towards
the future, foresight is deeply woven into the process of rationalization. Moreover, the
rationalization of conduct based on foresight is “the basis upon which the generalized
‘competence’ of actors is evaluated by others” (Giddens, 1984: 4).

Foresight on the rationalization level can be analytically distinguished from
foresight on the motivation level. While reasons and rationalization refer to the
grounds of action, motifs and motivation refer to our potential for action (Giddens,
1984: 6). Motivation is thus “not as directly bound up with the continuity of action as
are its reflexive monitoring or rationalization” (Giddens, 1984: 6). However, motifs
provide the overall ‘projects’ (Schiitz, 1971: 20) within which we can enact a range of
conduct. Our motivation supplies us with an imagery of aspired future states which we
want to realize.

Foresight — as embedded in motivation and rationalization — is existential as it
provides us with the potential for action as well as with a means to guide initiated
actions towards the realization of a particular goal. Without foresight as an ongoing
cognitive process on the level of our practical consciousness, our pre-reflexive
everyday conduct would not be directed towards the future as it is. It is normally only
in the event of threats to our ‘ontological security’ or self-identity that we also
reflexively attend to our memorized motifs, reasons, plans, expectations, and so forth.
We can assess our ‘memories of the future’ either through reflection or in
communicative encounters with others.

Humans are inherently social creatures and “rely on feedback from fellow
humans to determine their own existence and the veridicality of their personal beliefs”
(Jonassen & Land, 2000: vi). This means that foresight must also be conceived as a
process of social construction. We argue that our ‘memories of the future’ are
socialized in two regards. First, foresight is socialized already at the practical, pre-
reflexive level of motivation and rationalization. Since we can only define our self-
identity through social interaction and since motifs and reasons are grounded in our

self-identity, the processes of rationalization and motivation are socially influenced.
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Second, as suggested above, foresight is not confined to the pre-reflexive level of
practical consciousness. Instead, humans routinely attend to their ‘memories of the
future’ through reflection and engage in discourses on the future. They discuss their
anticipations, concerns, plans, fears, and so forth in order to validate their views of the
future. Although both forms of socialization are elemental for understanding foresight
as a social achievement, we refer to the latter when speaking about the social practice
of foresight, namely the social construction of ‘memories of the future’ in discursive
encounters.

Giddens’s ‘stratification model’ of the social actor allows not only for
investigating the personal-existential grounding of foresight in the ongoing processes
of rationalization and motivation, but it also provides a powerful analytical tool for
exploring foresight as a social practice. If foresight is about sharing and validating
‘memories of the future’ in discursive encounters, then it can be conceptualized and
analyzed as a particular type of (routinized) human conduct, i.e. practice subject to the
ongoing, practical-cognitive processes of reflexive monitoring, rationalization, and
motivation. Reflexive monitoring means that actors attend to their own utterances
made, to the reactions and utterances made by others, and the interaction context in
which personally held ‘memories of the future’ are made public. By concurrently
monitoring all three aspects of discursive encounters, actors maintain a sense of how to
‘go on’ in these situations. It is also in this regard that Giddens has conceived of social
actors as knowledgeable ‘animals’ (see Giddens, 1984: 30). On the level of
rationalization, actors constantly keep in touch with their reasons for sharing
‘memories of the future.” However, this does not mean that they are actually aware of
these reasons or that they can readily supply reasons for their conduct if asked. The
rationalization of conduct, like reflexive monitoring, usually takes place on the level of
our practical consciousness. With regard to motivation, sharing our anticipations,
expectations, plans, fears, and so forth is grounded in the human ‘project’ of knowing
how to go on. The primary motif for engaging in discursive encounters about the
future, we believe, is the human need to maintain a sense of ‘ontological security’ as a
basis for decision-making and action-taking. Without a sense of what the future may
look like, we are lost in paralysis.

What has been said so far is not confined to organizational life; instead, it is an
integral part of being human. Expressing and sharing expectations, views,
anticipations, fears, and so forth is — as de Certeau (2002) would say — a “practice of

everyday life.” However, if we want to explore the social practice of foresight in
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organizations, we need to take the role of the structural-institutional context of
organizations into account (in Giddens’s terms: shared rules of conduct and resources)

in the constitution of ‘future talk.’

3.7.2 Communication, Interpretative Schemes, and Signification

Members of organizations construct their ‘memories of the future’ in conversations.
As ‘units of talk,” conversations exhibit observable beginnings and endings in time-
space (Giddens, 1984: 83; see also Luhmann, 1990). They involve “standardized
opening and closing devices, as well as devices for ensuring and displaying the
credentials of speakers as having the right to contribute to the dialogue” (Giddens,
1984. 83). From an interactional perspective, conversations are arrangements through
which individuals come together to engage in the construction of an ‘intersubjective,
mental world” (Goffman, 1981: 71). As organized interactions (see Sacks et al., 1974;
Schegloff, 2007), conversations allow for “the maintenance of a [shared] world”
(Schlegoff, 1991: 151; emphasis in original). It is in such shared moments of
regularized ‘co-presence’ (Giddens, 1984: 64ff.) that actors routinely utter their
anticipations, worries, plans, and so forth.

While conversation is regarded as the basic mode of interpersonal
communication (Schegloff, 1991), the latter is a more inclusive concept (Giddens also
uses the term ‘communication’ rather than ‘conversation’). Personal interaction always
involves the wuse of non-verbal cues to convey meaning (Argyle, 1972).
Communication is also a more inclusive concept than that of communicative intent,
i.e. what an actor means to say (Giddens, 1984: 29). Giddens argues that the
conceptual relationship between communication and communicative intent has in fact
been the source of two forms of reductionism that resemble the structure-action
dualism. On the one hand, there are those who aim to build general theories of
communication and meaning entirely based upon the concept of communicative intent
(e.g., Grice, 1957, 1969). Giddens criticizes them for overemphasizing the intentional
aspects of human conduct and neglecting that communication also takes place in the
absence of intent. On the other hand, there are the critics of the ‘intentional fallacy’
who propose that communicative intent plays only a marginal role in the conveyance
of meaning (e.g., de Saussure, 1916 and other structural linguists). While the former

view i1s reductionist in its neglect of non-intentional communication, the latter is
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reductionist in its neglect of communicative intent. Structural linguists argue that
meaning is first and foremost constituted through a semiological ‘différance’ (Derrida,
1968) between signs rather than by communicative intent.

To overcome this reductionism, Giddens (1984: 31ff.) synthesizes the
intentional-agential and the structural dimensions of communication much in the same
way as he has done with regard to the reconciliation of action and structure. He
employs his concept of the ‘duality of structure’ to argue that “[s]igns ‘exist’ only as
the medium and outcome of communicative processes in interaction” (Giddens, 1984:
31) and that they thus “only exist as produced and reproduced in signification, just as
structure only exists in and through processes of structuration” (Giddens, 1979: 97).
This implies that signs cannot be regarded as fixed properties of communication as
structural linguists propose. Instead, they are recursively grounded in the
communication of meaning (Giddens, 1984: 31). Drawing heavily upon the later
writings of Wittgenstein (1953), Mead’s (1934) and Blumer’s (1969) symbolic and
Goffman’s (1959) dramaturgical interactionism, Giddens introduces a practice-based
approach to communication which transcends the dualism between action and
structure in communication. According to him, meaning is constituted and conveyed
neither through communicative intent nor through differences in sign systems, but
through language use. Unlike the first two, the latter is contextually contingent and
contexts of communication are created and sustained by actors who draw upon mutual
knowledge in the form of shared interpretative schemes. These schemes comprise the
‘generative rules’ which allow for the uptake, upkeep, and termination of
communication in interaction (see Giddens, 1976: 107). As rules of conduct, they
simultaneously enable and constrain communicative encounters among social actors.
Their existence, however, is virtual (Giddens, 1984: 17). These rules only become real
once we appropriate them as ‘methodological procedures’ in discursive interactions in
the sense that they have a bearing upon our conduct and are reproduced for future use.
This implies that communicative action and structures are mutually constitutive and
mediated by shared interpretative schemes.

What are the implications of this for the social practice of foresight in
organizations? Whenever organizational members engage in communicative
interactions in which they express and share their ‘memories of the future,” they draw
upon a shared set of tacitly held rules of conduct which enable the initiation, the
upkeep, and the termination of conversations on the future. In fact, many of these rules

— for example, rules to establish trust in encounters and rules of ‘turn-taking” (Sacks et
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al., 1974; Goffman, 1981) — are not confined to conversational encounters in which
actors converse about the organization’s future, but are appropriated in communicative
interactions related to a broad array of topics and issues. Other rules, however, may be
limited in their use to ‘foresight talk.” Examples of the latter are rules that regulate
when it is appropriate to initiate a discussion about the organization’s future and with
whom particular ‘memories of the future’ can be discussed. For instance, it is usually
inappropriate to discuss issues concerning the organization’s future in situations where
‘outsiders’ (e.g., clients) are also present. Moreover, while in some organizations top
management may decide to establish specific sites (Giddens calls them ‘locales’)
where members of the organization can express and share their concerns, fears,
anticipations, and the like, in other organizations, members may have to fear sanctions
when expressing particular views. In such cases ‘future talk’ is banned to what
Goffman (1959) calls the ‘back regions’ hidden from the larger audience and senior
managers in particular. In fear of sanctions, it is actually quite common that ‘future
talk’ takes place in such ‘back regions’ (e.g., during an after-work drink with a trusted
work colleague) as it is in these settings that members of the organization feel safe to
converse openly about how they see the organization’s future. Managers seeking to tap
into their organization’s collective capacity to ‘anticipate’ future opportunities, risks,
etc. may need to establish rules and ‘locales’ that encourage organizational members
to share their view, ideas, visions, etc. with others. However, this does not mean that
managers can simply impose such rules. It is much more about establishing an
interaction culture that allows for open communication about the organization’s future.
The communicative dimension of the social practice of foresight in organizations can
be analytically distinguished from the political and normative dimension. ‘Future talk’
in organizations is impacted by ‘dependencies of power’ (Ranson et al., 1980: 7ff.) and

the normative dimension of socially shared rules of conduct.

3.7.3 Power, Resources, and Domination

Ranson et al. (1980) argue that organizations are generally “composed of a number of
groups divided by alternative conceptions, value preferences, and sectional interests”

(p. 7). This implies that conflicts and disputes related to ‘memories of the future’ are

an inherent feature of organizational life.
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The topic of conflict has received considerable attention in organization research.
Several scholars have provided typologies of conflict. Pondy (1967), for example, has
suggested that conflict can arise among interest groups as they compete for scarce
resources (‘bargaining conflict’) between superiors and subordinates (‘bureaucratic
conflict’), or conflict among parties with regard to their functional relationship
(‘systems conflict’). More generally, Deutsch (1973) has distinguished between five
types of conflict related to their origin: control over resources, preferences, values,
beliefs, and/or the nature of the relationship between the individuals involved.
Previous research also found that conflict in organizations is a multidimensional
phenomenon (Pondy, 1969; Jehn, 1992) and that it can be beneficial as well as
detrimental (e.g., Deutsch, 1969). Conflict has generally been regarded as beneficial
when it is ‘substantive’ (Guetzkow & Gyr, 1954), i.e. cognitive, task-oriented, and
grounded in perceptual diversity (Pelled et al., 1999). It has been argued that a certain
degree of ‘conflict of ideas’ (Jehn, 1997) may be valuable because the synthesis which
emerges from sharing and negotiating conflicting views is normally superior to
individual perspectives (Mason & Mitroff, 1981; Schweiger et al., 1986; Schweiger &
Sandberg, 1989). Contrarily, conflict among members of an organization is normally
detrimental or dysfunctional when it is ‘socio-emotional’ (Priem & Price, 1991) or
affective, i.e. individual or relationship-oriented and grounded in “friction, frustration,
and personality clashes” (Jehn, 1997: 88).

From a structuration perspective, the concept of conflict is substantially but not
logically tied to the concept of power (Giddens, 1979: 90). According to Giddens,
power “should not be defined in terms of conflict” (Giddens, 1979: 94; emphasis
added). Although power may be most readily observable in situations of conflict, it is
not limited to such. Power — unlike in the writings of, for example, Max Weber (1980:
28) and Lukes (1974) — is not logically tied to the realization of sectional interests or
the overcoming of resistance, but to action (Giddens, 1979: 88). Power is the capacity
of every human actor to intervene in the world and the course of events by deploying
“a range of causal powers, including that of influencing those deployed by others”
(Giddens, 1984: 14). Or in short: It is the capacity of every social actor to ‘make a
difference.” However, how can humans actually intervene in the course of events? It is
important to keep in mind that in structuration theory power is not regarded as a
resource itself (Giddens, 1984: 16), but merely as the agential capacity to mobilize
various resources that in turn makes the exercise of power possible (Cassell, 1993: 11).

Giddens proposes that, to intervene in the world, actors can draw upon any resource at

124



their disposal. Structuration theory distinguishes between authoritative or allocative
resources. While the former allow actors to exert control over other actors, the latter
lets them mobilize objects (e.g., financial funds). While there may be complete control
over objects, control over subjects is never complete. In contrast to Foucault (1977),
Giddens (1984: 16) contends that control is always dialectical. Those subordinated
never act like ‘automata’; they always retain some minimal agential power to influence
the course of events and the conduct of their superiors.

Further, Giddens contends that power has neither only one face as argued by
Weber (1980) nor three as proposed by Lukes (1974), but rather two as suggested by
Bachrach and Baratz (1962) (see Giddens, 1979: 88ff.; 1984: 15). Power is not only
the ‘transformative capacity’ to accomplish particular outcomes through the
mobilization of allocative and/or authoritative resources, it is also institutionally
involved in the most casual social encounters (Giddens, 1979: 88). To assume that
power has ‘two faces’ does not mean that Giddens advocates the dualism between
voluntarist and structuralist notions of power. Power in the second sense refers to the
mobilization of bias built into institutions in situations of ‘non-decision-making,’ i.e.
during the performance of implicitly accepted and undisputed practices (Giddens,
1979: 88).

As noted, structuration theory does not subscribe to Lukes’s (1974) third ‘face’
of power. Lukes argues that the non-decision dimension of power should be separated
into two sub-dimensions. First, structural features of domination can constrain the
agenda. This is very similar to the second ‘face’ of power as advocated by Bachrach
and Baratz (1962) to which Giddens subscribes. Lukes (1974), however, argues that
there is a second, much more insidious, form of power involved in situations of non-
decision-making, i.e. in agenda shaping. This form of power serves “to prevent people,
to whatever degree, from having grievances by shaping their perceptions, cognitions,
and preferences in such a way that they accept their role in the existing order of things,
either because they cannot see or imagine an alternative to it, or because they see it as
natural and unchangeable, or because they value it as divinely obtained and beneficial”
(Lukes, 1974: 24). It is readily clear why Giddens cannot subscribe to this third
dimension of power. To accept Lukes’s (1974) claim would imply that humans are, at
least to some extent, structural ‘dopes’ and not knowledgeable agents.

How does all of this relate to the social practice of foresight in organizations?
As the human capacity to take action, power allows members of an organization to

engage in the social practice of foresight. Actors can decide whether to utter their
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anticipations, expectations, concerns, fears, and so forth, or to support or challenge
‘memories of the future’ expressed by others. In organizations, ‘future talk’ is enabled
and constrained in many ways by existing ‘structures of domination’ and actors’
possibilities to mobilize other actors or objects to influence shared ‘memories of the
future.” It is a common feature of organizational life that senior managers employ their
formal, hierarchical position as a resource to influence ‘future talk’ in a variety of
ways. For instance, it allows them to ‘instill’ their views onto others because they are
formally authorized to make utterances about the organization’s future. Through their
formal position, they may also have access to information (e.g., proprietary knowledge
about the organization’s upcoming strategic initiatives) which they can also mobilize
to ‘sell’ their views to others. This suggests that ‘who is allowed to say what and
when’ is inherently bound up with the socio-relational network and the ‘power system’
within an organization.

Access to foresight-relevant information, however, is by no means exclusive to
those at the helm of an organization. For example, a sales agent visiting an industry
fair may coincidentally learn about a competitor’s upcoming launch of a new product
which constitutes a threat to the long-term success of his organization. Although he
may not be in a formal position which allows him to regularly share his views on the
organization’s future with senior managers, the possession of such important,
proprietary information supplies him with the necessary resource to get his view heard
and influence ongoing discourses about the organization’s future. This and the
foregoing examples illustrate that each member of the organization can actually
mobilize some types of resources to assume an active role in the social practice of
foresight in organizations. Consequently, foresight is an inherently social and
distributed organizational project. This does not deny that certain groups within the
organization have a stronger influence on the organization’s shared ‘memories of the
future.” The institutionalized bias built into an organization’s socio-relational network
and its ‘power system’ has a strong bearing upon the course and outcome of
conversations on the organization’s future. Moreover, since the tacitly shared rules of
conduct and the (access to) resources constituting the organization’s ‘power system’
are routinely enacted and unwittingly reproduced by organizational members, the
organization’s socio-relational network as well as its idiosyncratic practice of foresight
are stabilized over time.

We contend that installing processes of foresight in organizations can only be a

first step towards improving foresight in organizations. Formalized processes of
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foresight may give certain members of the organization the opportunity to contribute
to the overall capacity of the organization to ‘foresee’ changes in the future. However,
formalized process approaches to foresight do not take into account that ‘foresight
talk’ and the construction and sharing of ‘memories of the future’ are an ongoing,
social enterprise. For managers aiming to improve foresight, it is essential to analyze
the organization’s ‘power system’ to identify and remove institutionalized biases and

roadblocks to foresight.

3.7.4 Sanctions, Norms, and Legitimation

In addition to communicative and political aspects, there is always also a normative
dimension involved in social interaction. According to the theory of structuration, the
distinction between norms and interpretative schemes as ‘modalities of structuration’
is an “analytical, not a substantive one” (Giddens, 1979: 85) since “the conventions
whereby the communication of meaning in interaction is achieved have normative
aspects” (p. 85). For example, the rules of chess are not only constitutive of the game
of chess, they also provide the possibility of sanctioning conduct that violates these
rules (e.g., to revert a move). It is in this regard that Giddens considers rules
simultaneously constitutive and regulative (Giddens, 1984: 19) — concurrently
enabling and constraining human conduct (e.g., Giddens, 1984: 25).

For Giddens (1979: 85f.), the normative dimension of shared rules regulating
human conduct is grounded in what Parsons (1951: 36ff.) has called the ‘double
contingency’ involved in every social interaction. The notion of ‘double contingency’
refers to the indeterminacy which arises from the fact that in social interactions “both
[actors] know that both know that one could also act differently” (Vanderstraeten,
2002: 77). Giddens proposes that socialization, i.e. normative alignment, is not
constituted through the ‘passive imprinting’ of norms upon individuals by ‘society,’
but by the outcome of being “an active partner in the double contingency of interaction
and in a progressive ‘involvement with society’” (Giddens, 1979: 129). This implies
that socialization does not stop at a particular point in an actor’s life. In interaction,
normative alignment is primarily established through the mutual expectation that rule-
deviating conduct will be sanctioned by the interaction partner.

When approaching the matter of normative regulation in interaction from a

structuration stance, it is important to keep in mind that Giddens’s point of departure
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for developing his synthetic socio-theoretical account was not — unlike, for example,
Parsons (1937, 1951) — to develop a solution to Hobbes’s problem of order (see
Giddens, 1979: 101f.; Hobbes asked: How is it that coherence on the level of society
exists given that actors are free in their will and conduct?). As a consequence,
structuration theory does not propose that normative aspects of social interaction are in
any way more important than power or communication in the constitution of social
conduct. Moreover, norms relate to power in several ways. Sanctions are not only “a
generic type of resource drawn upon in power relations” (Giddens, 1979: 86), they
also “express structural asymmetries of domination” (Giddens, 1984: 30). Power, in
turn, is also the capability to “enact or resist sanctioning processes” (Giddens, 1979:
83). Giddens thus concludes that normative aspects of practice are only analytically
distinguishable from communicative and political dimensions.

With regard to our research topic, this implies that the tacit rules, which enable
organizational members to routinely participate in the social practice of foresight also
constrain them. Whenever organizational members engage in ‘future talk,” the
practical rules which constitute their doings as meaningful carry along the mechanisms
for sanctioning rule-violating conduct. For example, socially agreed upon rules which
define particular situations in which it is appropriate to converse about the
organization’s future also define the opposite, i.e. when it is not appropriate to utter
personally held ‘memories of the future.” In addition, these rules comprise a shared
agreement over the sanctions which may be applied in case the rule is violated (e.g.,
interruption). Generally, socially shared rules signify and regulate the ‘what,” ‘when,’
‘where,” and ‘how’ of ‘future talk’ in organizations.

After having outlined our structurationist account of the social practice of
foresight in organizations, we can now return to the issue of the high fragmentation in
the field of foresight research. Earlier in this paper we claimed that this fragmentation
rests upon a series of dualisms which are in fact rather conceptual than substantive.
Following Giddens, we argue that there exists no ontological ‘chasm’ between the
individual and the organization, between foresight as a capability and foresight as an
activity/process, as well as between foresight and hindsight. Understood as a shared
social practice, foresight in organizations is both individual and organizational, a
capability and a bundle of activities. Moreover, it is tightly interwoven with the past.
How the theory presented can conceptually resolve these dualisms is discussed in the

final part of the paper.

128



3.8 Resolving Conceptual Dualisms

In the first part of this paper, we learned that the field of foresight research is highly
fragmented and that progress has been hampered by a series of conceptual dualisms.
We now return to these dualisms to discuss how they can be resolved in the light of
our practice-based theory of foresight in organizations informed by structuration

theory.

3.8.1 Individual versus Organizational Foresight

In our review of the literature on managerial and organizational foresight, we showed
how researchers have either focused the individual and psychological (e.g., Whitehead,
1933; Pina e Cunha et al., 2006, MacKay & McKiernan, 2004) or upon organizational
dimensions of foresight in organizations (e.g., Andriopoulos & Gotsi, 2006; Johnston,
2001; Tsoukas & Shepherd, 2004a; Major et al., 2001). However, how these two
dimensions interrelate has not been explicitly taken into account up to now.

We argued that the individual-organizational distinction resembles the classical
dualism between the individual actor and society in the field of social theory (see
Table 3-1). One of the most prominent faces of the dualistic view was Emile
Durkheim. He considered society as something which is ‘external’ to the individual
with characteristics that are inherently distinct from those of individual agents (see
Giddens, 1979: 50). One of the main arguments put forward by scholars advocating for
a distinction between the individual and society is that social collectives normally pre-
exist and post-date the lives of their members. They subsequently reason that society,
1.e. social wholes, cannot be solely the creation of individuals. Traditionally, clarifying
this relation between the individual and society has been the primary concern of those
concerned with Hobbes’s problem of order (e.g., Parsons). The key question is: How
do individuals with a free will create an ordered social whole? Answers forwarded
have been variegated proposing norms, coercion, or exchange relations as integrative
mechanisms. Basically, answers to Hobbes’s problem of order have either emphasized
the role of society as a harmonizing ‘force’ which socially integrates the conduct of
individuals to form a coherent whole or stressed that social phenomena should
exclusively be explained in terms of individuals’ qualities and conduct. The latter

approach is also known as ‘methodological individualism.’
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Structuration theory argues that society or collective phenomena are neither entirely
the creation of individual actors nor the result of some ‘external forces’ aligning the
conduct of its members (see Giddens, 1984: xxi). Moreover, social collectives may not
be characterized by harmony and integration to the extent which Parsons and others
suggest (see Giddens, 1979: 102). To define the relationship between the individual
and society, Giddens — in an allusion to Marx — contends that “men make history, but
not in circumstances of their own choosing” (Giddens, 1984: xxi). As subjects, we are
born and to some extent socialized into particular parts of society. However, the
stability of orderliness in society is not, as functionalist thinkers suggest, warranted by
actors behaving as ‘structural dopes’ to fulfill some societal needs. Instead, it is
warranted by societal members’ accomplishments as active and knowledgeable agents
who understand a great deal of what is going on and how they can influence the course
of events (Giddens, 1979: 5). This does not mean that society or social phenomena are
always and fully intended by their constituting members. It is rather a mix of intended
and unintended consequences resulting from purposive human conduct that leads to
stability and change in society and the constitution of particular social phenomena.
Concerning the topic of foresight in organizations, the key question is how
individual foresight is related to organizational foresight, and vice versa. Giddens’s
abstract and general solution to this dualism suggests that organizational foresight is
neither the ‘sum’ of individual foresight nor does it exhibit qualities which cannot be
somehow attributed to the members of an organization as purposive agents. Our
account depicts foresight as an everyday routine activity, i.e. a practice performed by
organizational members qua knowledgeable agents trying to retain their sense of
‘ontological security.” As an organizational phenomenon, foresight is constituted
through organizational members’ active engagement in the social practice of foresight
rather than through members automatically living up to some sort of organizational
‘need’ of foresight arising from organizations’ struggle for survival. Members of an
organization do not engage in foresight only because they are normatively bound to do
so, 1.e. because they should. Organizational foresight is a mix of intended and
unintended consequence of individuals trying to self-interestedly cope with uncertainty
through engaging in ‘foresight talk,” i.e. by means of sharing their anticipations,
expectations, concerns, fears, and so forth with others. Whether organizations as social
collectives can foresee upcoming opportunities or risks depends considerably on the
communicative, political, and normative context in which members of the

organizations find themselves. It is the specific set of explicit and tacit rules related to
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‘future talk’ which enables and constrains the engagement of individual members in
the practice of foresight. For example, the institutionalization of opportunities for
sharing views and ideas can increase an organization’s cognitive diversity to anticipate
future events. On the other hand, a political culture based on authority, subordination,
and coercion can constrain an organization’s overall foresight capacity as members’

willingness to share their views and ideas is blighted.

3.8.2 Foresight as an Activity/Process versus Foresight as Capability

The second dualism we found in the literature on foresight is between foresight as an
activity/process (e.g., Andriopoulos & Gotsi, 2006; Johnston, 2001) and foresight as a
capability (e.g., Tsoukas & Shepherd, 2004a, 2004b). The latter has also been referred
to as ‘foresightfulness’ or as a ‘background skill,” which is widely distributed in
organizations and carried out spontaneously by its members.

Earlier in this paper, we argued that this second dualism has its socio-theoretical
counterpart in the distinction between action/agency and structure. We pose the
questions: Are individual actors completely ‘free’ in their actions (a view which is also
known as voluntarism) or is their conduct determined to some extent by the structural-
institutional context (a view which is also referred to as determinism)? If actors draw
upon structures in their conduct, of what type are these structures then? The relation
between action/agency on the one hand and structure on the other has been the subject
of a long-lasting and still ongoing dispute between social theorists.

Traditionally, social theory scholars have given primacy to either side while neglecting
or downplaying the role of the other. To resolve the action-structure dualism, Giddens
turned to the concept of ‘practice.” In structuration theory, practice represents social
actors’ regularized conduct that is enabled and constrained by practical rules and
available resources. However, unlike routine, the concept of practice presupposes that
actors do not act like automata but as knowledgeable and reflexive agents. The actors,
primarily through their practical consciousness, make structures as ‘sets of rules and
resources’ (Giddens, 1984: 25) count in their day-to-day conduct. This implies that, in
structuration theory, structures are “of a ‘virtual’ existence meaning that they only
exist as “instantiations in [..] practices and as memory traces orienting the conduct of
knowledgeable human conduct” (Giddens, 1984: 17). Furthermore, to replace the

unidirectional relationship between structure and action as found in most writings of
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classical social theorists, Giddens introduces the notion of the ‘duality of structure.” He
argues that structural properties “are both the medium and outcome of the practices
they recursively organize” (Giddens, 1984: 25). This implies that when actors
appropriate rules and resources in their conduct, they render these structures
meaningful. This implies that the moment of conduct is also the moment of structural
reproduction.

In our practice-based account of foresight in organizations, we have made
considerable efforts to work out how different structural dimensions (signification,
domination, and legitimation) relate to the ‘future talk’ among actors. In organizations,
the sharing of ‘memories of the future’ is enabled and constrained by communicative,
political, and normative ‘structures’ mobilized by competent actors in interactions.
Whether we speak of foresight as a collective activity or as a process depends on how
structured and formal the interactions are. A foresight process is characterized by a
rather clear set of steps and rules, while foresight as a dispersed organizational activity
is much less formal and less schematic. Foresight as a capability contrasts with the
activity and process views of foresight since the former primarily represents the
structural side of the practice of foresight in organizations. Foresight as a capability
refers to the structural disposition of an organization allowing its members to enact

foresight on a day-to-day basis.

3.8.3 Foresight versus Hindsight

Finally, previous research has treated foresight and hindsight as rather distinct topics.
The key reason for this has been the epistemological asymmetry between the two. It
has been argued that knowledge on the past is inherently different from ‘knowledge’
on the future. It is generally agreed that the future, unlike the past, cannot be known
(MacKay & McKiernan, 2004) and, more technically, that hindsight and foresight
differ in the information available (Fischoff, 1975).

Compared to the two dualisms already discussed, the dualism between
hindsight and foresight has received limited attention from scholars of social theory.
Although Giddens has stressed the importance of accounting for issues of time and
space in social theory (see Giddens, 1984: 132), his own elaborations have almost
exclusively focused on the spacio-temporal trajectories of social practices, i.e. the

reproduction of practices across time. The issue of time experience in practice is not
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discussed. It is only more recently that the dimension of time has received increased
attention in the social sciences. Except for a few seminal publications on this topic,
such as Barbara Adam’s (1994) book ‘Time and Social Theory,” the academic
discourse has mostly taken place in newly established journals such as ‘Time &
Society’ (since 1992).

Given that time philosophers’ writings have had a strong impact upon many of
the newer threads of social theory, it is quite surprising that social theory has until
recently only marginally elaborated on the topic of time. It was especially Martin
Heidegger’s treatise ‘Sein und Zeit’ (1927) which contributed significantly to the
establishment of hermeneutics and phenomenology and the creation of the practice
school of social theory. He has argued that time is an existential dimension of ‘Dasein’
(see also Giddens, 1984: 34). However, despite the high number of references made to
Heidegger’s existential view of time, the topic has not been fully developed in social
theory.

We do not deny the claim that the future cannot be known. However, we
believe that the academic discussion about the epistemological asymmetry between the
past and the future is lopsided. The key concern of scholars active in the field of
Foresight Studies — the sub-discipline of the social sciences concerned with issues of
how humans and organizations can develop ‘knowledge’ about the future — has been
how foresight practitioners deal with the future’s indeterminacy and how organizations
can create ‘knowledge’ about the future. We believe that this view needs to be
complemented by investigating time at the level of experience and praxis. Earlier in
this paper, we argued that on the level of experience, time is rather a seamless thread
than compartmentalized into the distinct categories of the past, present, and future. Our
practical consciousness simultaneously engages with all three dimensions to form a
coherent experience of time which stretches from the past into the future. The future is
experienced as a continuation — but not necessarily a repetition — of the present and
past. On the level of praxis, foresight and hindsight are also tightly interwoven. First,
in order to be able to ‘go on’ and cope with life, humans need to maintain a sense of
ontological security. This is primarily grounded in our general experience of the future
as normally not being radically different from the past and that past ‘recipes’ of
conduct will also work in the future. Our experiences of the past, stored as
‘typifications,” provide us with means for looking into the future. Second, our practical
consciousness is constantly engaged in the ongoing rationalization of conduct. It

permanently supplies and updates the reasons we hold for our doings. It is through
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reasons that human conduct becomes teleological, i.e. directed towards the realization
of particular ends. This does not imply that we can always attend to our reasons and
discursively express them when asked to do so. Reasons comprise our tacit
commitment towards particular ends, allowing us to overcome emerging obstacles to
realizing these ends. Third, as per definition, our motifs supply us with the potential
for action in the future. Motifs are, similar to reasons, primarily tacit. Deeply rooted in
our self-identity, motifs can be grounded in past events, our desires and wishes, or our
plans for the future. Thus, what we ‘foresee’ for the future may depend on our
particular experiences in the past, especially if we are in a position to enact that
particular future through realizing our motifs.

In organizations, social actors carry along their past work and life experiences.
What members of an organization are able to ‘foresee’ and anticipate depends largely
on their cognitive schemes and ‘typifications.” Since the interpretative schemes tend to
become aligned through ongoing processes of socialization, organizations may become
blind to more radical events and changes. Thus, if viewed as a social practice, an
organization’s ability to look into the future depends very much on the cognitive
diversity, i.e. the constructive conflict between different views. The richer the set of
experiences and cognitive schemes of its members, the more likely an organization can
anticipate important changes or detect promising business opportunities to actively

shape its future.

3.9 Discussion and Conclusion

In this paper, we sought to develop a practice-based theory of foresight in
organizations in order to transcend fragmentation and prevalent dualisms in research
on foresight and to provide this study field with a solid theoretical basis. We started
with a short review of the body of literature on foresight in organizations to explore
the main research streams. We found that scholars have approached the topic from
different angles and used the term ‘foresight’ to denote different things. However, the
field’s fragmentation is not primarily the result of terminological carelessness, but the
consequence of various conceptual dualisms underlying the various accounts on
foresight. A first dualism is that of individual vs. organizational foresight. While the
notion of foresight originally referred to a trait (e.g., Whitehead, 1931) or task (e.g.,

Fayol, 1916) of the individual manager, foresight was later also conceptualized as an
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organizational process (e.g., Johnston, 2001) or an organizational capability (e.g.,
Tsoukas & Shepherd, 2004a; Major et al., 2001). The second dualism we explored was
that between foresight as a process, activity, or task on the one hand and foresight as a
capability or trait on the other. This distinction exists at both the individual-managerial
and the organizational levels. The third dualism we discovered is between foresight
and hindsight. Generally, there are scholars who regard the two as distinct due to the
inherent epistemological asymmetries between knowledge on the past and knowledge
on the future (e.g., MacKay & McKiernan, 2004), and those who argue that foresight
and hindsight are in fact very similar, as both are stored in the form of memories (e.g.,
Ingvar, 1985).

Since the three discovered dualisms resemble those prevalent in classical social
theory, we argued that a turn to the synthesizing accounts of practice scholars of social
theory, and Giddens’s (1976, 1979, 1984) theory of structuration in particular, can
inspire the development of a practice-based theory of foresight that avoids these
dualisms. Consequently, we had to clarify the roles that abstract and general
‘ontologies of the social’ such as structuration theory can play in the process of
developing more substantive theories. We argued that social theories can be employed
either as ‘sensitizing devices’ (e.g., Blumer, 1954) to inform the development of
‘theories of the middle range’ (Merton, 1957) or as ‘templates’ to develop what we
called ‘substantiated theories.” Substantiated theories, as the term suggests, are
substantiations of a particular social theory in relation to a particular topic by means of
disciplined theoretical reflection rather than empirical inquiry.

After having clarified key methodological issues related to the use of social
theory in general and structuration theory in particular in meso-level theorizing, we
presented our practice-based theory of foresight in organizations. In a first step, we
offered a practice-based definition of ‘foresight’” and discussed its defining
characteristics. From a practice perspective, foresight is the ongoing social process of
constructing plausible and actionable ‘memories of the future’ to maintain a sense of
identity and ontological security. In a second step, we then introduced our own
structurationist account by theorizing three basic dimensions of foresight as practice:
the personal-existential, socio-interactive, and structural-institutional dimensions. To
explore the personal-existential and socio-interactive dimensions of foresight, we
made use of Giddens’s ‘stratification model’ of the actor. This simple yet powerful
model allowed us to existentially ground human foresight in actors’ ongoing processes

of rationalization and motivation. At the socio-interactive level, the same model
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allowed us to analyze foresight as the practice of sharing anticipations, views, fears,
and so forth with others in discursive interactions. We argued that such sharing, like
any practice, is reflexively monitored, rationalized, and motivated. In a next step, we
complemented these two dimensions of foresight with a third by bringing into play the
structural-institutional aspects involved in day-to-day social encounters in which
actors discursively share their visions, ideas, predictions, and so forth. We adopted
Giddens’s general model of the dimensions of practices to explore how existing
interpretative schemes, power, and norms within the organization impact on the
practice of sharing ‘images of the future’ with others.

In a final step, we returned to the dualisms unveiled in the paper’s first part to
discuss how our structurationist account of foresight transcends them. We showed how
organizational foresight emerges from individuals sharing their personal views in
discursive encounters, how structural dimensions of interaction contexts both enable
and constrain such ‘future talk,” and how foresight is grounded in past experiences

stored in cognitive schemes as ‘typifications.’

3.9.1 Contributions

This paper contributes to several research streams. First, our practice-based theory of
foresight in organizations contributes to the ‘practice turn’ in social research (Schatzki
et al., 2001). It complements, for example, practice approaches to strategy (e.g.,
Mintzberg, 1987; Hendry, 2000; Jarzabkowski: 2000, 2003, 2004; Whittington, 1996,
2002, 2003; Samra-Fredericks, 2003), sense-making (e.g., Weick, 1969, 1993, 1995b),
sense-giving (e.g., Gioia & Chittipeddi, 1991), and storytelling (e.g., Boje, 1995).
Although there have been earlier attempts to approach the topic of foresight from a
‘practice’ perspective (e.g., Slaughter, 1995; Schwandt & Gorman, 2004; Tsoukas &
Hatch, 2001), our account is the first to comprehensively theorize the topic. It provides
a solid basis for other scholars of foresight to further explore the practice of foresight
in organizations.

Since the introduction of structuration theory in the second half of the 1970s,
organization scholars have adopted Giddens’s ideas to explore topics as diverse as
organizing (e.g., Ranson et al., 1980), technology use in organizations (e.g.,
Orlikowski, 1992; DeSanctis & Poole, 1994), communication (e.g., Yates &
Orlikowski, 1992; Orlikowski & Yates, 1994), discourse (e.g., Heracleous & Hendry,
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2000), organizational knowing (e.g., Hargadon & Fanelli, 2002; Orlikowski, 2002;
Goodall & Roberts, 2003; Black et al., 2004; Mengis & Eppler, 2008), learning (e.g.,
Holmgqvist, 1999; Berends et al., 2003; Bresnen et al., 2004), and adaptation (e.g.,
Staber & Sydow, 2002; Howerd-Grenville, 2005). Our account establishes the topic of
foresight as an additional thread investigated from a structuration perspective. It
contributes to the adoption of structurationist thinking among organization scholars.
Furthermore, our account can inspire and help scholars investigating other topics
through the structuration lens to employ structuration theory in their accounts.

From a methodological perspective, this paper makes a valuable contribution to
the theory building thread within organization studies (e.g., Whetten, 1989; Bacharach,
1989; Sutton & Staw, 1995; Weick, 1995a). By clarifying the different roles of social
theory vis-a-vis meso-level theorizing (sensitizing device vs. template) and the
problems of indeterminacy arising in different modes of theorizing informed by social
theory (indeterminacy of translation vs. indeterminacy of specification), we prepared
the ground for a more deliberate use of social theory in building more substantive
theories in the fields of organization and management. In addition, by making explicit
the requirements and implications of translating structuration theory into meso-level
theories, our account provides organization scholars puzzled by the complexity and
comprehensiveness of Giddens’s theoretical project with guidance regarding the use of
structuration theory in their theory building efforts. Most importantly, it explicates
what scholars need to consider in order to preserve the overall ‘spirit’ of structuration

theory when importing structurationist concepts and ideas into their accounts.

3.9.2 Limitations

Our account also has some shortcomings. To achieve our goal of developing a theory
of foresight that transcends existing dualisms, we had to develop an account that is
comprehensive enough to include the different aspects and views of foresight, but
which is also theoretically deep enough to reconcile the underlying dualisms. As a
result, our theory retains much of structuration theory’s conceptual breadth and
complexity. In addition, we had to employ Giddens’s terminology in our explanations.
Consequently, organization scholars who are less proficient in social theory in general

and structuration theory in particular may find our account somewhat hard to
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comprehend. As a result, scholars may be reluctant to adopt our theory as a basis for
further exploring the topic of foresight in organizations.

Second, we have not empirically validated our propositions. Although we claim
that our account is empirically valid, this claim is based solely on our assumption that
a substantiated theory to some extent profits from the empirical validity of the social
theory that informs its development. However, this does not compensate for ‘testing’
our theory in real-life settings. Given the multidimensionality and complexity of our
theory, this may be difficult to achieve.

Third, our theory does not take the idiosyncrasies of particular organizations
into account. However, setting the boundaries of our theory very wide may, according
to Whetten (1989), jeopardize its plausibility and credibility. We do not believe that
this is the case, since the goal of our study was not to theorize empirical particulars,
but to provide a theory that transcends existing conceptual dualisms. However, there is
in fact a shortcoming in relation to our theory’s high generality, which arises from the
need to retain some distance from empirical particulars in order to account for the
many different views of foresight we sought to reconcile. Thus, our account may be
subject to the same criticism which has been raised against general and abstract social
theory. Our theory, like general social theories, can be made to fit with empirical data
easier than more specific accounts, which makes it difficult to come up with empirical
instances in which our propositions do not hold. In addition, in the case of the
existence of another general theory of foresight, it would be difficult to assess its
relative explanatory superiority, as both could supply similarly consistent analyses of
the phenomenon.

Fourth, the process of translating structuration theory into a substantiated theory
of foresight is subject to the problem of the °‘indeterminacy of specification.’
Specification indeterminacy arises from the fact that we had to substantiate the highly
abstract and general concepts of structuration theory with regard to our subject matter.
For instance, we had to specify Giddens’s notion of rationalization in relation to the
personal-existential and the socio-interactive dimensions of foresight. The only way to
do this was through disciplined theoretical reflection on how the concept of
rationalization relates to these dimensions of foresight. Such a process of specification
is always somewhat arbitrary. It is always possible that somebody else might have
specified the dimensions of structuration theory differently.

While the comprehensiveness and complexity of our theory might already

constitute a considerable hurdle for the adoption of our theory by organization
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scholars, this hurdle is likely to be even greater for practitioners. Although we claim
that our findings are interesting and valuable for practitioners looking to ‘manage’
foresight in their organizations, it may be difficult for them to see how they can make

use of our ideas and propositions to improve foresight in their companies.

3.9.3 Future Research Avenues

Our account provides an array of opportunities for future research. First, scholars can
further substantiate the dimensions of our theory by consulting additional literature,
perhaps also from other areas of study, and/or by empirically exploring our theory’s
dimensions and conceptual parts. In addition, scholars proficient in Giddens’s social
ontology may critically review our theory to challenge the propositions made and to
offer alternative ways to substantiate structuration theory in relation to the topic of
foresight in organizations. We welcome critical engagement in our account, as we
consider our study as an ‘interim struggle’ (Weick, 1995a: 385), rather than as a
completed project.

Second, at a methodological level, scholars proficient in a particular social
theory can discuss the implications of using alternative social theories in theory
development, as we have done for structuration theory. To date, relatively few
organization scholars have employed social theories to advance their subject of study.
We believe that two primary reasons for this are that organization scholars are either
not fully aware of the interpretative and explanatory values of social theories, or that
they don’t know how to employ particular social theories in their work. While the
merits of using social theory for developing organization theories can be demonstrated
by extending the number of publications informed by social theory, the latter requires
scholars who are proficient in particular social theories to provide some guidance for
their use by elaborating more extensively on the methodological issues than they have
done to date.

Finally, to establish the practice thread in mainstream organization research,
scholars need to develop practical tools that (a) allow practitioners to ‘read’ and
analyze their organizations from a practice perspective, and (b) enable them to
‘intervene’ and improve certain practices, such as foresight. We hold that practice
approaches have to date been mostly academic endeavors due to the lack of such tools.

When managers are supplied with tools that allow them to achieve measurable

139



improvements in their organizations, it is possible that the current ‘science push’ of
ideas will become inverted to a ‘practitioner pull’ as there will be a continuous demand
for improvement of these tools. With regard to the development of such tools,
Giddens’s (1991b) more recent writings on ‘life politics’ could be an inspirational

starting point.

140



4.

Resolving High Identity Ambiguity through Identity

Drafting: An Ethnographic-Structurational Study

Daniel Broger

Abstract: In this paper, we explore how Anthony Giddens’s theory of
structuration can be applied in order to analyze organizational members’
social practices as they create, share, negotiate, and institutionalize identity
drafts to resolve identity ambiguity. The newly introduced construct of
‘identity drafts’ denotes socially constructed, provisional, and future-oriented
self-conception blueprints that comprise the key elements with which to shape
or recreate an organization’s identity. We argue that organizational members
engage in the collective praxis of identity drafting when identity ambiguity is
high and a managerial ‘retreat’ into culture for cues and engaging in sense-
making or sense-giving cannot resolve identity ambiguity. To identify and
analyze the social practices involved in identity drafting, we conducted an
ethnographic study of the set-up of a corporate venture in a large Swiss
industrial group. We used structuration theory as an analytical lens to make
sense of team members’ conduct. Despite the broad adoption of structuration
theory among organization and management scholars in recent years, we
found that researchers employing Giddens’s social ontology have paid little
attention to the epistemological and methodological implications of
employing his theory in empirical research projects. We seek to fill this gap
by assessing structuration theory’s status as a ‘research programme,’ by
presenting a set of general rules for employing Giddens’s synthesizing social
theory in empirical research projects, and by commenting extensively on the
research strategy and design we adopted for our study. This study seeks to
inform scholars of the premises, pitfalls, and prospects of using structuration
theory in empirical research and, thereby, to foster the confidence and
interest among scholars to employ Giddens’s rich analytical framework to

gain new insights into organizational phenomena.

Keywords: organizational identity, identity ambiguity, identity drafts, practice

view of organizations, structuration theory
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4.1 Introduction

Organizational identity has attracted considerable attention from organization scholars
in recent years, since it is assumed to play a key role in an array of organizational
events and issues, such as mergers and acquisitions (e.g., Empson, 2004), strategic
change (e.g., Gioia & Thomas, 1996), employee motivation (e.g., Dutton et al., 1994),
and knowledge sharing (e.g., Empson, 2001). Organizational identity is generally
understood as the collective self-conception or self-image by which organizational
members define themselves as a social group vis-a-vis their external environment and
their competitors (Alvesson & Empson, 2008). Traditionally, organizational identity
has been either conceptualized as a reified and anthropomorphic object (e.g., Cheney
& Christensen, 2001) or regarded as a process by which an organization’s identity is
socially constructed and stored in the form of narratives (e.g., Humphreys & Brown,
2002; Llewellyn, 2004; Chreim, 2005; Brown, 2006). It has been argued that identity
narratives constitute the fabric of an organization, which, as a ‘narrative
infrastructure,” enables and constrains organizational action (Deuten & Rip, 2000).
According to Humphrey and Brown (2002), such narratives are in constant flux and
subject to continuous collective editing.

As the overall global economic environment and markets grow increasingly
turbulent and with ‘hypercompetition’ demanding permanent strategic maneuvering
(D’Aveni, 1994), an organization’s identity is regularly jeopardized. Furthermore, an
organization’s identity can also be threatened by organizational events, such as
mergers and acquisitions (e.g., Bartels et al., 2006), leadership successions (e.g.,
Balser & Carmin, 2009), organizational restructurings (e.g., Bartunek, 1984), or the
creation of a new division or business within an organization (e.g., Brown & Gioia,
2002). Such ‘identity threats’ (e.g., Eslbach & Kramer, 1996; Ravasi & Schultz, 2006)
or otherwise induced identity ambiguity can lead to changes in an organization’s
identity (Corley & Gioia, 2004). Generally, identity ambiguity arises when members
of an organization hold multiple possible interpretations about which core features
should define the changed organization (Corley & Gioia, 2004: 173). To ‘refreeze’
(Lewin, 1951) the organization’s identity, its members need to actively engage in
collective identity reconstruction to preserve or restore a sense of ‘ontological
security’ (Giddens, 1984) in the organization, i.e. a basic, practical understanding of

how to continue into the future.
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Previous research on how organizations resolve identity ambiguity has suggested that
it is gradually restored as managers engage in sense-making and sense-giving activities
(Gioia & Chittipeddi, 1991). In these cases, the organization’s culture provides a rich
source of cues (Ravasi & Schultz, 2006). However, while this may be an appropriate
strategy if identity ambiguity is moderate and manageable, it is a less promising
avenue in situations of high identity ambiguity. Identity ambiguity is high, for
instance, when there is radical organizational change or in a start-up where team
members have not yet had a chance to form a culture and shared identity. In such
situations, managers cannot simply ‘retreat’ into some shared culture or engage in
sense-making and sense-giving activities to guide the way out of identity ambiguity.
Furthermore, in situations of high identity ambiguity, managers themselves are often
bewildered or clueless about what the organization’s future identity can and should be.

During our field study of the everyday identity work in a corporate venture of a
large Swiss industrial conglomerate, we discovered that team members created what
we call ‘identity drafts’ to resolve high identity ambiguity. Identity drafts are
alternative, provisional, and future-oriented blueprints of self-conceptions comprising
the key elements with which to shape a possible new identity for the organization.
Created, shared, and negotiated during social interactions, identity drafts are socially
constructed understandings of what the organization can or will become in the mid-
term to long-term future. As concrete ‘memories of the future’ (Ingvar, 1985), identity
drafts are shared and negotiated with other members of the organization in day-to-day
interactions. They provide temporary answers to questions such as ‘What do we want
to be?’ (Albert & Whetten, 2004: 90) and ‘What will/can/should the organization’s
self-conception be in the mid-term to long-term future?’

Drafting provisional identities is not an elitist and hegemonic project performed
by futurists or an organization’s senior managers. Instead, it is a distributed, social
project in which every organizational member has a stake (Bell, 2003). Organizations’
dominant members and groups can employ their positional power to mobilize various
types of resources as ‘modalities’ of domination (Giddens, 1984: 29) to influence the
collective praxis of identity drafting. At the same time, organizational members with
less formal power always retain some capacity to author and propagate identity drafts
that oppose impositions from the center (Rhodes, 2000: 227; Humphreys & Brown,
2002: 424). Identity drafts are thus often highly contested and in constant flux (Gioia
et al., 2000), as organizational members continuously renegotiate and modify them

during their interactions with other members of the organization, company
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stakeholders, and artifacts such as media texts. New identity drafts are created and
existing ones are shared and negotiated during day-to-day social encounters leading to
the affirmation, alteration, or dismissal of certain views. Hence, an organization’s set
of identity drafts is the outcome of complex interactive social processes that are
beyond complete managerial control.

Traditionally, research informed by the narrative-procedural view of identity
work has linked identity (re)construction to organizational power struggles. From a
socio-theoretical perspective, these accounts have strongly built upon the writings of
postmodernists, such as Foucault (1977). We believe that this has resulted in a
lopsided view of identity work for at least two reasons. First, these accounts one-
sidedly stress the role of power while largely neglecting the role of the structural-
interactional context as organizational members engage in the social (re)construction
of organizational identity. Second, being postmodern and deconstructionist, these
accounts tend to “work with ‘flat’ or ‘horizontal’ social ontologies in which the
processual character of social reality totally occupies the analytical and explanatory
space available” (Reed, 1997: 24). The organization is deconstructed into a
“miniaturized, decentered, and localized discursive [...] practice” (p. 26) and subject
to “an endless [...] series of power games” (p. 27). These accounts exhibit a ‘planar’
social ontology that analytically conflates agency and structure and neglects the
inherent reciprocal relationship between agency and structure in the constitution of
social life. We subsequently propose employing Anthony Giddens’s theory of
structuration to untangle what has been conflated as well as to provide a fresh
perspective on the social practices involved in the social fabrication of identity drafts
in organizations. Giddens’s structurationist ‘ontology of the social’ (Bryant & Jary,
1991: 27) provides a rich interpretative framework for analyzing and interpreting the
role of both structure and agency in the collective praxis of identity drafting. It
supplies social researchers with powerful ‘sensitizing devices’ (Giddens, 1984: 326)
for exploring and interpreting the everyday doings of social actors as it offers an array
of “conceptions of the nature of human social activity and of the human agent which
can be placed in the service of empirical work™ (Giddens, 1984: xvii). Giddens’s
socio-theoretical account is a rich source of ‘sociological imagination’ (Mills, 1959)
for researchers seeking to examine the everyday conduct of organizational actors and
to explore the nature of organizational phenomena. Furthermore, as a ‘grand
synthesis,” structuration theory avoids the fallacies of both the objectivist and

narrative-procedural conceptions of organizational identity. Like other social theorists
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of practice such as Bourdieu (1972, 1980), Giddens has placed the concept of social
practice at the center of his theoretical framework in order to transcend a number of
impedimental dualisms such as agency versus structure, objectivism versus
subjectivism, and determinism versus voluntarism. It is argued that social practices
provide the reconciliatory ontological unit in which agency and structure are
synthesized by knowledgeable social actors (Giddens, 1979, 1984) employing their
‘sense pratique’ (Bourdieu, 1980). Unlike any other social theory, adopting
structuration theory as primary ‘analytical framework’ (Reed, 1992) allows social
researchers to disentangle the agential and structural dimensions of human conduct
while fully respecting that humans are knowledgeable social actors who are enabled
and constrained by the structural context of (inter)action.

To investigate actors’ routine doings, i.e. practices involved in the social
construction of identity drafts in organizations, we conducted an ethnographic study of
a corporate venture in a large Swiss industrial group. After identifying regularly
occurring activities related to identity drafting and formulating a typological
framework of practices, we employed Anthony Giddens’s (1976, 1979, 1984) theory
of structuration as the primary analytical lens for exploring the role of agential and
structural-contextual dimensions in the constitution of these practices. This allowed us
to generate a deep understanding of how and why new identity drafts emerged, how
they were reproduced, modified, or discarded, and how venture team members
attempted to institutionalize their favorite identity drafts. In particular, we investigated
how members of the organization, as knowledgeable agents, drew on (tacitly) shared
rules and resources (‘structures,” in Giddens’s terms) to proceed in interactional
encounters related to identity drafting. We explored how team members draw upon
shared interpretative schemes, ‘authoritative’ or ‘allocative’ resources, and socially
shared norms as ‘modalities’ of structuration (Giddens, 1984: 28) in order to share and
negotiate identity drafts with others as well as to propagate and enforce their views by
mobilizing resources and legitimating particular identity drafts.

Whether or not a typology already constitutes a theory or a theoretical
contribution has been a disputed topic among organization scholars. While some have
accepted typologies as distinct forms of theory (e.g., Doty & Glick, 1994), others have
generally argued against their status as theories (e.g., Sutton & Staw, 1995) or have
regarded them as classification schemes with limited theoretical value (e.g., Rich,
1992). Proponents of the ‘typologies-are-theories’ view suggest that other typologies,
such as those of Porter (1980, 1985) or Mintzberg (1979, 1983), have become very
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popular among practitioners and that they have contributed substantially to progress in
organization research (Doty & Glick, 1994). Furthermore, they argue that these
typologies have been empirically scrutinized and that they are a valuable and proven
source of ‘disciplined imagination’ (Weick, 1989) in theory building endeavors. In line
with this, we contend that the typology presented in this paper constitutes a valuable
theoretical contribution. While the practices identified in this study provide the
building blocks for understanding the praxis of identity drafting in organizations, they
can also be used for building other practice-based theories of identity work in
organizations or submitted to empirical testing.

The presented account contributes to the existing body of research on
organizational identity in two ways. First, it introduces ‘identity drafts’ as a new
concept to explain how organizations restore a shared sense of identity in cases of high
identity ambiguity. Second, this paper adopts a unique analytical perspective on
identity work. While scholars have previously analyzed identity (re)construction from
a process perspective, we found no practice-based account of identity work in
organizations that draws upon structuration theory as its primary analytical lens. This
paper seeks to close this gap. By identifying the social practices involved in identity
drafting and by exploring, from a structuration perspective, how organizational
members are simultaneously enabled and constrained by the structural-interactional
context as they create, share, negotiate, and institutionalize identity drafts, we provide
a holistic view of identity construction in situations of high identity ambiguity,
avoiding both the deterministic-objectivist and voluntaristic-subjectivist fallacies of
previous accounts. Our contribution is timely, as the ‘practice turn’ in social research
(Schatzki et al., 2001) is still under way. However, the findings from our empirical
study are not only of value to organization scholars, but also to managers. A better
understanding of the social practices and the role of agential and structural-
interactional dimensions involved in identity drafting provides managers with the
means to, at least to some extent, guide the social construction of organizational
identities. It sensitizes managers towards the complex, indeterminate nature of identity
(re)construction in circumstances of high identity ambiguity, while providing them
with a residual sense of managerial ‘control’ that is helpful to retain a leadership role
in situations in which the organization’s identity has been disrupted and its members
have to collectively create a new identity.

The paper is structured into five parts. In the first part, we provide an overview

of the existing body of literature on organizational identity and discuss the ongoing
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‘practice turn’ in organization theory. The second part focuses on the epistemological
and methodological implications of structuration theory. We assess structuration
theory’s status as a ‘research programme,’ revisit Giddens’s writings to define some
general rules of structurationist inquiry, and review Pozzebon and Pinsonneault’s
(2005) learnings from applying structuration theory in IT research. In the third part of
the paper, we comment extensively on the research strategy and research method that
we employed. Since Giddens and organization scholars have only minimally
commented on these issues, we discuss structuration theory’s epistemological and
methodological implications (part two) as well as our research strategy and design
(part three) in detail. This shortcoming, in our view, has been one of the main
obstacles to a broader adoption of structurationist thinking among organization
researchers. In the fourth part, we present the findings from our 9-month field study of
the social practices involved in the social ‘fabrication’ of identity drafts. We provide a
typology of the practices involved and explore each practice from a structuration
perspective. Finally, we discuss our findings, our contribution to the extant literature,

our study’s limitations, and pertinent avenues for future research.

4.2 Literature Review

In this section, we review the relevant literature on organizational identity — a concept
which is still elusive (Gioia et al., 2000: 64). In addition, we review the ‘practice turn’
under way in social research (Schatzki et al., 2001) to prepare the ground for our

practice-based account of identity construction in situations of high identity ambiguity.

4.2.1 Organizational ldentity

In the last two decades, there has been a large increase in the amount of research on
organizational identity. Albert and Whetten (1985) vaguely defined organizational
identity as that which is central, distinctive, and enduring about an organization. An
organization’s identity provides answers to questions such as ‘Who are we as an
organization?’ or ‘Who do we want to be as an organization?’ (Albert & Whetten,
1985; Albert et al., 2000). Organizational identity can thus be defined as members of

an organization’s collective sense of ‘who we are’ (Albert & Whetten, 1985; Stimpert
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et al., 1998). At an individual level, organizational identity is a person’s cognitive
image of the organization he or she works for (Dutton et al., 1994).

The concept of ‘organizational identity’ has been analytically distinguished
from that of ‘organizational image’ (Dutton & Dukerich, 1991; Whetten, 2006). While
the former is understood as the self-perception and self-image held by the members of
an organization, the latter has been used to describe outsiders’ perceptions of an
organization (Berg, 1985), what members of an organization believe others think of
the organization (‘construed external image’; Dutton & Dukerich, 1991; Dutton et al.,
1994), or the way organizational elites would like outsiders to see their organization
(‘projected image’; Whetten et al., 1992; also Gioia et al., 2000). Some scholars have
suggested that these two concepts are interrelated. For example, Scott and Lane (2000)
contend that organizational identity emerges from “complex, dynamic, and reciprocal
interactions among managers, organizational members, and other stakeholders™ (p.
43). An organization’s identity is, inter alia, constructed and altered in interactions
with outsiders (Berg & Gagliardi, 1985; Gioia, 1998).

Albert and Whetten’s (1985) original definition of organizational identity
suggests that identity is a rather fixed property of organizations. Other scholars have
criticized this view and have proposed that identity is a fluid phenomenon (e.g., Gioia
& Thomas, 1996; Gioia et al., 2000). The difference is vividly captured in the
distinction between ‘enduring identity’ and ‘continuity of identity.” While the static
view of ‘enduring identity’ assumes that an organization’s identity is stable in its
entirety over time, the notion of ‘continuity of identity’ confines the idea of stability to
the core aspects of an organization’s identity. Continuity of identity accepts that non-
core elements of an organization’s identity may well change over time without
jeopardizing or disrupting the organization’s identity per se. While Gioia et al. (2000)
argue that it is useful to distinguish between the two, Ashford and Mael (1996) believe
that both concepts essentially denote the same thing.

Previous research has identified a series of internal or external events that can
jeopardize an organization’s identity. Scholars have referred to such events as ‘identity
threats’ (e.g., Elsbach & Kramer, 1996; Ravasi & Schultz, 2006). For example,
mergers and acquisition (M&A) activities can be identity-threatening events (Bartels et
al., 2006), but also leadership successions (Balser & Carmin, 2009), organizational
restructurings (Bartunek, 1984), and the creation of a new division within an
organization (Brown & Gioia, 2002). Such events can induce conflict and

disagreement among the members of a firm regarding the organization’s identity. In
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the case of M&A activities, research suggests that a good ‘cultural fit’ between the
merging entities can alleviate identity threats (Cartwright & Cooper, 1993). In general,
it is an organization’s culture that provides a source of cues for sense-making in
situations of identity threats (Ravasi & Schultz, 2006).

The concept of ‘identity threat’ is closely related to that of ‘identity ambiguity.’
The notion of identity ambiguity suggests that, in events of a disruptive losses or
changes in an organization’s identity, members of the organization may have “multiple
possible interpretations about which core features should define the changed
organization” (Corley & Gioia, 2004: 173). Thus, while identity threats inevitably
result in identity ambiguity, the latter can also occur in the absence of a particular
identity-threatening event. However, identity ambiguity, like identity threats, induces
changes in an organization’s identity (Corley & Gioia, 2004). Contrary to the lengthy
processes involved in normal incremental identity change (Albert & Whetten, 1985),
identity ambiguity calls for a timely ‘refreezing’ (Lewin, 1951) of the organization’s
identity. It has been suggested, that managers have to engage in sense-making and
sense-giving activities (Gioia & Chittipeddi, 1991) to reestablish a shared sense of
identity among the members of an organization.

While sense-making (Weick, 1969, 1993, 1995b), sense-giving (Gioia &
Chittipeddi, 1991), and a ‘retreat’ into culture for cues (Ravasi & Schultz, 2006) may
provide an appropriate strategy when identity ambiguity is moderate and manageable,
there is little research on how members of organizations can resolve identity ambiguity
when it is high. High identity ambiguity occurs, for instance, when an organization’s
self-perception is fundamentally disrupted by an internal or external event or when an
organization is newly established and no shared identity or culture has emerged yet. In
these situations, managers struggle to resolve identity ambiguity by simply engaging in
sense-making. A more promising strategy, we believe, is to collectively draft
alternative provisional identities that serve as templates for the organization’s future
identity.

It is generally agreed that a shared sense of identity is created, reaffirmed, and
altered primarily during organizational members’ conversational encounters (Whetten
& Godfrey, 1998). Recent research suggests that an organization’s identity is stored in
the form of narratives (e.g., Humphreys & Brown, 2002; Chreim, 2005; Brown, 2006).
This view builds upon Fisher’s (1984, 1985) conception of man as ‘homo narrans’ and
upon a post-structuralist social ontology. The narrative view suggests that an

organization’s identity is a linguistic construct which is constituted by the identity-
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related narratives authored by the organization’s members (Brown, 20006). It is argued
that organizations are essentially ‘storytelling systems’ (Boje, 1991, 1995, 2008) or
‘antenarrative’ networks of unfinished stories and speculations (Boje, 2001).
According to Cooren (1999), a narrative-procedural view “opens up a middle course
leading to a reconciliation of the functionalist and interpretative movements [to
organizational communication]” (p. 294). It is through a systematic study of
organizational narratives, i.e. ‘narratology’ (Currie, 2011), that the in situ games and
practices of power and control involved in the collective production of organizational
identity can be grasped. This narrative approach to organizational identity has been
tightly linked to Foucauldian (1977) post-structuralist ontology (e.g., Humphrey &
Brown, 2002; Brown, 2006). Clegg (1994) argues that power effects inevitably shape
identity narratives. Narratives are the complex outcomes of contingent and perpetually
shifting processes of subjugation and resistance (Jermier et al., 1994: 8). Identity
narratives are formulated within the organization’s web of power relations and are thus
subject to the hegemony of discursive practices (Humphrey & Brown, 2002: 423).
However, these ‘centripetal forces’” mobilized by the dominant groups are always
counteracted by ‘heteroglossia’ (Bakhtin, 1986; from Greek ‘hetero’=different and
‘glossa’=tongue, language), i.e. the ‘centrifugal powers’ resulting from the capacity of
each organizational member to author his or her reality and oppose attempts from
dominant groups to impose identity (Rhodes, 2000).

Despite the popularity of the narrative view of organizational identity among
scholars and the valuable insights it has delivered on the micro-level processes of
identity building and change, it has some severe shortcomings. First, the narrative
view overemphasizes the role of power and neglects other structural dimensions that
are equally relevant to the organizational identity construction process. Although some
authors have touched on the role of legitimation ‘structures’ (e.g., Humphreys &
Brown, 2002), this thread has not been fully developed. Other aspects, such as the role
of an organization’s signification structure have not received any consideration.
Second, despite the claim that narratives, agency, and practice are related (e.g., Deuten
& Rip, 2000; Humphreys & Brown, 2002), their relationship remains vague.
Postmodernism’s ‘retreat into the text’ (Newton, 1996) has made it difficult to relate
narrative conceptions of organizational identity to agency and organizational action.
Czarniawska-Joerges’s (1995) proposition that there is always at least a minor plot in
every narrative has not solved this dilemma. Furthermore, Deuten and Rip (2000) have

attempted to solve the narrative-agency problem by inverting this relationship. Instead
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of locating agency within the narrative they suggest that “agency appears only through
narrative” (p. 72). Although this twist appears promising with regard to establishing a
firm relation between agency and narration — this moves the concept of narrative
closer to Wittgenstein’s idea of language as the foundation of agency and action — it is
still unclear why this should in fact be the case. Third, adopting a post-structuralist
stance on organizational reality, these accounts tend to work with what Reed (1997)
has called a ‘flat’ social ontology. Conflating (narrative) structure(s) and agency in
highly localized, micro-level doings of social actors and the rejection of any form of
representationalism and realism make it impossible to retain structural aspects of
reality as source of explanation of the conduct of human actors. Organizations are seen
as entirely process-driven entities that are literally ‘talked into being’ (Boden, 1994:
215) conversation/narration analysis is considered the only legitimate means of
studying organizations. The “deconstruction of the concept of organization into a
miniaturized, decentered, and localized discursive [...] practice” (Reed, 1997: 26)
generates a single-level, unstructured social ontology which makes it impossible to
account for the reciprocity between the agency and structure involved in the

constitution of organizational identity.

4.2.2 Towards a Practice View of Organizational Identity

Organizations have been defined and conceptualized in many different ways (Morgan,
1986). Until the early 1970s, some sort of ‘orthodox consensus’ (Atkinson, 1971) akin
to functionalism dominated organization theory (Clegg & Hardy, 1996: 2). Since then,
however, the field of organization research has changed considerably. It seems that the
dissolution of the orthodox consensus in social theory, which took place from the
1960s onwards (cf. Giddens, 1984), has, with some delay, spilled over into
organization research. To explore the inner functioning of organizations, researchers
have increasingly been turning to alternative socio-theoretical accounts, such as
symbolic interactionism, constructivism or practice thinking as alternative ways of
looking at organizational phenomena.

Weick (1969) was one of the first authors to embrace a practice view of
organizations. An organization was no longer conceived as a reified object of study,
but as the outcome of the interdependent social conduct of organizational members.

However, this view on organizations as “nets of collective action” (Czarniawska-
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Joerges, 1992: 32) or networks of social practices (e.g., Reed, 1992) has its intellectual
roots in a broad array of socio-theoretical writings, such as the American philosophical
pragmatism of Pierce (1934) and Dewey (1922), Schutzian phenomenology (Schiitz,
1932), the social psychology of Mead (1934), Wittgensteinian (1953) ordinary
language philosophy, Goffman’s (1959) dramaturgical interactionism, Berger and
Luckmann’s (1966) social constructivism, the symbolic interactionism of Blumer
(1969), and the newer synthesizing practice theories of Bourdieu (1972, 1980) and
Giddens (1976, 1984). The promising prospects of practice-oriented approaches to
studying organizations have recently led to a ‘practice turn’ in organization theory
(Schatzki et al., 2001; Johnson et al., 2007). Organization scholars are increasingly
attending the everyday doings of organizations’ members to examine the nature of
organizational phenomena, such as strategy formulation (e.g., Mintzberg, 1987;
Whittington, 1996, 2002, 2003, 2004, 2006, 2007; Hendry, 2000; Jarzabkowski, 2000,
2003, 2004, 2005; Samra-Fredericks, 2003; Jarzabkowski et al., 2007; Johnson et al.,
2007; Jarzabkowski & Spee, 2009; Riiegg-Stiirm et al., 2010), knowing/learning (e.g.,
Nicolini et al., 2003), accounting (e.g., Roberts & Scapens, 1985) or organizing (e.g.,
Ranson et al., 1980; Whittington, 2003). In strategy research, for example, a turn to
practice has not only provided managers with more accurate accounts of their
everyday conduct, but research has gained much from the “deeper level of explanation
for some of the major strategic issues traditionally researched in strategy” (Johnson et
al., 2007: 4) and the practice view’s integrative capacity. It provided a fresh, rich, and
exciting research agenda (Johnson et al., 2007).

However, the practice thread of organization research is not a unified one.
Proponents of the practice view of organizations do not only differ with regard to the
type of social ontology they employ when theorizing or empirically investigating
organizational phenomena, but also with regard to the types of practices they are
interested in. Practices take a variety of forms (Jarzabkowski, 2005). Some scholars
have engaged in investigating discursive practices, i.e. routinized organizational
discourses involved activities such as sense-making (Weick, 1969, 1993, 1995b),
sense-giving (Gioia & Chittipeddi, 1991), storytelling (Boje, 1995) or issue selling
(Dutton et al., 2001). Other scholars have put a focus on exploring political practices
in organizations, such as the formation of coalitions (March & Olson, 1976), the
allocation and use of scarce resources (Burgelman, 1983), or the enactment of
hierarchical authority (Mintzberg, 1973). A third group has studied the inner logic and

effects of formal administrative practices in organizations, such as budgeting (Ahrens
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& Chapman, 2005, 2007). Administrative practices “operate as selection and control
mechanisms for shaping activity” (Jarzabkowski, 2005: 8). Finally, a group of scholars
has attempted to better understand the role of episodic practices in organizations (Katz
& Kahn, 1966; Hendry & Seidl, 2003) as they constitute the routine forms of day-to-
day interactions among organizational members. In practice research, the notion of
episode has been employed in two quite different ways; either in the Luhmannian
sense as a teleological “sequence of communications 'marked' by a beginning and an
ending” (Hendry & Seidl, 2003: 180) or as a “characteristic sequence observed within
the development of a society or organization” (p. 180). In the former sense, episodes
allow organizations “to suspend and replace structures for a certain time period”
(Hendry and Seidl, 2003: 183). Together, discursive, political, administrative, and
episodic practices constitute an idiosyncratic network of routine conduct that lends an
organization its unique characteristics and can be a source of competitive advantage.
By adopting structuration theory as our analytical framework, we intend to
move beyond both the early static conception of organizational identity which has led
to a conception of identity as a reified object (e.g., Albert & Whetten, 1985) and the
shortcomings of the narrative view. Structuration theory allows us to focus on the
recursive relation between organizational members’ doings and the organizational
context as they engage in practices related to the collective production and
reproduction of organizational identity. Some critics of structuration theory have
accused Giddens of also conflating structure into agency (e.g., Archer, 1982).
Giddens’s naive-realistic account (Cruickshank, 2003: 93) may contrast with
Bhaskar’s (1978) scientific realism, which objectifies and reifies the structural realm,
however Giddens retains and vigorously defends the important analytical distinction
between agency and structure. Giddens’s theory of structuration offers a way of
relating the two in a fruitful manner to make sense of human social conduct. Giddens’s
(1984) claim that structure and agency are essentially mutually constitutive implies
that neither of the two can fully compensate for the other and that the two stand in a
close relation to one another. By synthesizing ideas from a diverse array of socio-
theoretical traditions, such as Mead’s (1934) pragmatism, Blumer’s (1969) symbolic
and Goffman’s (1959) dramaturgical interactionism, later-Wittgenstein’s (1953)
practical language philosophy, and even Durkheim’s (1895, 1897) early structuralism,
Giddens introduces a unique practice-oriented social theory which provides a rich
source of ‘sensitizing devices’ (Giddens, 1984: 326) for empirically investigating the

agential and structural dimensions of organizational identity work. If identity is the
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outcome of social interaction (Cooley, 1902), structuration theory provides a
comprehensive theoretical framework for exploring and interpreting the doings of

social actors as they engage in identity construction.

4.3 Employing Structuration Theory in Empirical Research

Adopting structuration theory as an interpretative framework with which to explore the
social practices involved in creating, sharing, negotiating, and institutionalizing
identity drafts has some direct epistemological and methodological implications. Most
researchers who have turned to Giddens’s theoretical writings for a fresh perspective
on their subject matter and the conduct of empirical inquiries have employed
structuration theory in a more tacit way. Empirical accounts of the structuration in
organization and management research have discussed the epistemological and
methodological consequences of taking a ‘structurationist’ stance only in a limited
fashion, if at all. This is particularly problematic as Giddens himself has only sparsely
commented on these issues (cf. Gregson, 1989; Bryant, 1992).

We briefly review the criticism raised against Giddens relating to the
relationship between structuration theory and empirical research. Next, we turn to
Giddens’s writings for some general guidance with regard to conducting empirical
research. In each of his three mainly theoretical works on structuration theory (New
Rules of Sociological Method, 1976; Central Problems of Social Theory, 1979; and
The Constitution of Society, 1984), he has devoted a section to these issues. However,
his remarks are unstructured and selective. Based on his general propositions, we
sketch a ‘research programme’ (Lakatos, 1980) which can serve as a basis for a
broader adoption of structuration thinking among scholars conducting empirical
research. It also provides the basis for the formulation of our research strategy and
research design. However, before we turn to this matter, we shall make clear what we
mean by ‘research programme’ as this has caused some confusion in the past (for
example, Gregson [1989] denies that structuration theory constitutes a ‘research
programme’ based solely upon the fact that Giddens does not provide a step-by-step

procedure to empirical inquiry).
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4.3.1 On Structuration Theory’s Status as a ‘Research Programme’

The term ‘research programme’ has two different meanings: a paradigmatic one and an
empirical-practical one. It was Imre Lakatos who coined the term in his work titled
The Methodology of Scientific Research Programmes (1980). His definition of
‘research programme’ is similar to Kuhn’s (1962) notion of paradigm. A ‘research
programme’ is a “developing series of theories [...][with] a tenacious hard core
[...][and] a belt of auxiliary hypotheses [...] that protects the hard core from
refutations” (Lakatos, 1980: 179; emphasis in original text). Inspired by the
contradiction between Popper’s (1963) ‘simple falsificationism’ (a conjecture must be
refuted in the event of a single falsifying instance) and Kuhn’s (1969) observation that
scientists often hold on to their theories in the light of even severe contradictory
evidence, Lakatos proposes that the discussion of true versus false theory should be
dispelled in favor of a focus on the question of whether one particular ‘research
programme’ is superior to competing paradigms in explaining a phenomenon.
Moreover, he suggests distinguishing between progressive and degenerating research
programmes when deciding on the superiority of a research program (Lakatos, 1980:
179). While the former still yields new and surprising findings, the latter is
scientifically stagnant. We contend that Giddens’s theory of structuration also
represents such a progressive paradigm, i.e. ‘research programme’ with the
knowledgeability of agents, the duality of structure, and processes of structuration as
its theoretical ‘hard core.” Giddens formulates not only clear assumptions and
statements about the social realm, but also directs empirical attention to the constituent
processes of social life. Structuration theory is progressive since it fosters new, fresh,
and sometimes surprising insights and because it can still be enhanced by making
modifications to its auxiliary parts (e.g., theory of motivation, etc.).

In a second, empirical-practical sense, the term ‘research programme’ is
synonym for a particular social theory’s scientific-philosophical ‘companion’ which
provides answers to epistemological and methodological matters. It is mostly in this
sense that critics have denied structuration theory the status of a research program
(e.g., Gregson, 1989). Structuration theory has been dismissed as ‘“sociology without
philosophy” (Bryant, 1992: 137). Although such criticism is to some extent justified as
Giddens has only marginally elaborated on his theory’s epistemological and
methodological implications, it is a premature conclusion to call it ‘irrelevant to

empirical research’ (Gregson, 1989). In each of his three theoretical works on
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structuration theory, Giddens has devoted a part to explicating how structuration
theory relates to epistemological and methodological questions (see NRSM, Ch. 4 and
Conclusion; CPST, Ch. 7; and CS, Ch. 6). Additionally, he has provided some
clarifying remarks whenever offered the opportunity or when criticized for his lack of
concern with these issues (e.g., Giddens, 1989, 1991a). He has also stressed that
“[s]tructuration theory will not be of much value if it does not help to illuminate
problems of empirical research” (Giddens, 1984: xxix). Giddens’s (1989) response to
Gregson’s (1989) global critique elucidates how the relationship between his
theoretical account and empirical research should be understood.

In her article ‘On the (Ir)relevance of Structuration Theory to Empirical
Research,” Gregson (1989) criticizes Giddens of failing to sufficiently clarify the
relationship between his socio-theoretical account and empirical research. Gregson
(1989) makes references to Giddens’s three general guidelines for social research,
namely that social research is (a) necessarily ethnographic and that it must be sensitive
to (b) the complex skills of actors as well as (c) the time-space constitution of social
life (Giddens, 1984: 284ff.). She contends that they are without any use for empirical
researchers, since they are, first, too general and, second, hollow as Giddens does not
explicate how these guidelines can be fruitfully employed in a research context.
Gregson (1989) contends that “they lack the degree of specification required for
empirical work” (p. 240). For example, she argues that, while few would actually
disagree that social research has an ‘ethnographic moment’ to it, such a statement says
nothing about how, when, and where researchers can investigate which actors, skills,
and so forth. Gregson (1989), however, stresses that “it is only by addressing precisely
these questions that the objectives of theoretically informed empirical research [...]
can be achieved” (p. 241). For her, Giddens’s guidelines are no more than potential
interests devoid of indications of content or methodology. This, Gregson concludes,
renders structuration theory a ‘second-order theory’ whose “concerns are not with
theorizing the unique [...] but with conceptualizing the general constituents of human
society” (p. 245). Moreover, she believes that Giddens’s guidelines rather refer to
issues of ontological interest than to matters of epistemology or methodology.

Giddens (1989) responded to Gregson’s (1989) critique by stressing that it is
necessary for social theory to be relatively autonomous vis-a-vis social research. He
states that theoretical thinking “needs in substantial part to proceed in its own terms
and cannot be expected to be linked at every point to empirical considerations” (p.
294). And this, he adds, is particularly the case if a theory is highly general and
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abstract. Giddens calls attention to the fact that the category of ‘empirical work’ is
very large and that such work should therefore draw selectively upon a theoretical
framework instead of importing theoretical concepts en bloc. Furthermore, he stresses
that his social theory has to be differentiated from theories that are in the form of
explanatory generalizations. To explore the constitution of social life in general, his
account needs to be somewhat distanced from empirical particulars (Giddens, 1989:
295). This, he stresses, does not imply that it is irrelevant to social inquiry but that his
theoretical concepts must be regarded as ‘sensitizing devices’ (Giddens, 1989: 294; see
also Giddens, 1984: 326; Baber, 1991). Thus, Gregson (1989) seems to misconceive
social theory’s general position vis-a-vis empirical research.

Increasing the specificity of concepts and defining rigid procedures for isolating
empirical instances will not make a social theory more relevant to empirical research.
This claim is not a new one but builds on Blumer’s (1954) seminal article addressing
the global critique against social theory’s empirical relevance. Blumer posed the
following questions: “Are more definite concepts really more useful for studying the
empirical realm than ‘sensitizing concepts’?” (p. 7); “Are concepts that provide
‘prescriptions of what to see’ really analytically better than concepts that merely
suggest directions along which to look?” (p. 7). Regarded as sensitizing devices,
Blumer (1954) argues that concepts “can be tested, improved, and refined [and] [t]heir
validity can be assayed through careful study of empirical instances which they are
presumed to cover” (p. 8). While the use of sensitizing concepts may be more tedious
and difficult compared to their definite counterparts, their open character renders them
more ‘imaginative’ with regard to discovering the new and unexpected. Thus,
sensitizing concepts are not a deficiency of social theory, but the source of scientific
progress.

We contend that structuration theory constitutes a ‘research programme’ in both
the paradigmatic and the empirical-practical sense. The latter shall be clarified in the
following paragraphs. For this purpose, we combed through Giddens’s writings to
identify the ‘new rules of sociological method’ which constitute the core of his

‘research programme.’
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4.3.2 Some General Rules for Structurationist Inquiry

In addition to clarifying the status of structuration theory’s concepts and their role in
social research, Giddens has occasionally commented on the goals, conduct, and
content of empirical research (cf. Giddens, 1976: Ch. 4 and Conclusion; 1979, Ch. 7,
1984, Ch. 6; further also Giddens, 1989, 1991a). We believe that there are two main
reasons why his critics do not find his elaborations on epistemological and
methodological issues satisfying. First, they typically look at Giddens’s research
program from a positivist-empiricist stance. However, this is exactly the philosophical
position that Giddens aims to transcend. For him, it is “fundamental to sustain the
break with empiricism” (Giddens, 1976: 141) and that “social science should no longer
be some sort of replica of natural science” (Giddens, 1984: xxxii). The second reason
is that Giddens has provided his philosophical-methodological position in bits and
pieces. The lack of organization in his arguments seems to confuse many of his
readers. On occasion, he provided bullet-point lists of ‘new rules’ of social research
(e.g., Giddens, 1976: 160ff.; 1984: 181ff.), however, they failed to resolve readers’
disorientation. Consequently, we revisited his comments and propositions and
consolidate them into a set of ten ‘commandments,” i.e. rules that provide the
necessary guidance for organization and management researchers planning to employ
structuration theory in their empirical inquiries (note: that the number of rules (ten) is
coincidental).

Rule #1: Structuration theory doesn’t need to be adopted en bloc, the choice of
concepts and method(s) depends on the research goal and the research question(s):
Giddens has repeatedly stressed that he is not particularly content with how many
researchers have adopted his theory en bloc hoping that this would inevitably improve
their work (e.g., Giddens, 1989: 194). As noted earlier, he instead suggests that his
concepts should be considered as “sensitizing devices, nothing more” (Giddens, 1984:
326; also Baber, 1991) and that they should be applied rather selectively depending on
the research question(s) and the overall goal of the research project. Structuration
theory should be regarded as a bundle of concepts “useful for thinking about research
problems and the interpretation of research results” (Giddens, 1984: 326f.). Being
‘theoretically informed,” he adds, does not mean to “operate with a welter of abstract
concepts” (p. 327). Researcher should purposefully select those concepts which they
believe are fruitful instruments to attain the research goal. For Giddens, the same is

true for research methods. Since empirical research is concerned with very different
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issues and topics, there is no single method of inquiry that fits all research projects
(Giddens, 1984: 327). This does not, as some critics have argued, mean that Giddens
subscribes to Feyerabend’s (1975) ‘methodological anarchism.” Picking the
appropriate method for empirical inquiry depends on the research goal, the research
questions, and the concepts employed. For example, while ethnomethodology may be
an appropriate method for analyzing matters of social actors’ practical consciousness
(Giddens, 1984: 328), it may not be the best choice for the analysis of institutional
features of social life. Overall, researchers employing structuration theory to inform
empirical research have to align their choice of concepts and method(s) with the
overall research goal and the research questions posed.

Rule #2: Bracketing for analysis is always methodological and never
ontological: Although structuration theory provides a holistic ‘world view’
(Kilminster, 1991), it allows for two typical forms of methodological bracketing in
empirical inquiry. According to Giddens (1984: 288f.), empirical research can either
focus on the analysis of social actors’ strategic conduct or give primacy to the analysis
of the more enduring features of social life in institutional analysis. By focusing on
one aspect, the other one is bracketed. For Cohen (1989: 284), these two forms of
methodological brackets relate to two different levels of analysis; the first attempts to
clarify the day-to-day (routine) doings of social actors on a micro-sociological level.
The latter aims to explicate macro-sociological mechanisms involved in institutional
reflexivity and structural reproduction. While such bracketing may be useful for
attaining analytical focus for investigating the social realm, these brackets do not
resemble ontological distinctions in the social realm itself. Bracketing is considered
the “stylized insertion of boundaries in writing” (Giddens, 1984: 83). If these brackets
would represent distinctions on an ontological level, this would reinstall the exact
dualisms Giddens set out to transcend in the first place, for example, action versus
structure, micro versus macro, and subjectivism versus objectivism. When employing
brackets for analysis, researchers must always keep in mind that these brackets are
always methodological and that whatever has been bracketed retains its full
ontological relevance with regard to understanding and explaining what is going on.

Rule #3: Social research must attend to the active role of humans in the
constitution of social phenomena and their nature as highly knowledgeable agents:
One of the core propositions of structuration theory is that social agents are not merely
‘structural or cultural dopes’ (Giddens, 1979: 52; an allusion to Althusser’s and

Parsons’ conception of humans as passively reacting agents) reacting to some sort of
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internal or external ‘social force(s),” but active agents who “know a great deal about
the conditions and consequences of what they do” (Giddens, 1984: 281). From a
structuration point of view, this ontological claim has direct and profound implications
for the conduct of empirical research. Consequently, each study essentially has an
ethnographic aspect to it (Giddens, 1984: 284). Social researchers need to
hermeneutically ‘grasp’ what actors already know in order to understand what is going
on. Knowledgeability is embedded in social actors’ practical consciousness and is thus
not limited to what can be expressed discursively. It is only by attending to the highly
complex, ongoing processes of reflexive monitoring and the rationalization of conduct
as well as by acknowledging the dual nature of context as constraining and enabling
that the conduct of social actors becomes comprehensible. However, this does not
imply that the researcher must necessarily ‘immerse’ as a full member within the
group of actors whose practices he or she aims to investigate. While this may be an
appropriate research strategy if the goal is to analyze actors’ strategic conduct or
explore aspects of the rationalization of conduct, it may not be necessary when
investigating the institutional features of social life. However, independent of the
research goal and the analytical brackets employed, the analysis of social phenomena
must account for the knowledgeability of social agents and the active constitutive role
they play in the constitution of the phenomenon under scrutiny.

Rule #4: Structure and action can only be apprehended with reference to one
another: Researchers aiming to understand and explain the conduct of humans and/or
the institutional features of social life can only do so by acknowledging that agency
and structure are ontologically entangled (Baber, 1991: 228). This is, besides the
notion of knowledgeability, the second fundamental proposition of structuration
theory. Giddens expresses the mutually constitutive nature of agency/action and
structure in his notion of the ‘duality of structure.” Structuration theory claims that that
structure is both “the medium and outcome of conduct it recursively organizes”
(Giddens, 1984: 374). It is the mutually constitutive nature involved in this duality that
lends structuration theory not only its capacity to synthesize the babel of social
theories but also to grasp social reality in a quite unique way. Structures are no longer
considered ‘reified social facts’ that determine the doings of human agents as argued
by structural-functionalists like Durkheim (1895, 1897) or Parsons (1937), nor merely
the “plastic creation of human subjects” (Giddens, 1984: 26) as proposed by
phenomenologists (e.g., Schiitz, 1932) or social constructivists (e.g., Berger &

Luckmann, 1966). Structures are regarded as sets of rules and resources that exist only
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as memory traces (Giddens, 1984: 17, 377). As such, they not only constrain, but also
simultaneously enable what social actors do. Structural features become manifest and
reproduced through their appropriation by knowledgeable agents going about their
daily lives. This does not imply that actors are always and fully aware of the structures
they appropriate or reproduce (cf. Willis, 1977). It is through the collective and
persistent appropriation of particular sets of rules and resources that certain practices
can become expanded across time and space as shared routines. Hence, it is
fundamentally important that social researchers account for the dual nature of the
structural context and how this context enters into human conduct through
knowledgeable agents.

Rule #5: Analyzing the conduct of social actors requires attention to the
signifying and normative aspects of rules and resources as sources of power and
domination: Giddens’s notion of the ‘duality of structure’ (see Rule #4) suggests that
the moment of the production of action is also the moment of reproduction of the
structural features that make these actions possible in the first place (Giddens, 1984:
26). Giddens argues that structures enable and constrain three basic aspects of
(inter)action: communication, the exercise of power, and the sanctioning of conduct.
Each of these three basic activities, he claims, relates to a particular structural
dimension: communication to the structure of signification, sanctioning to the structure
of legitimation, and power ‘plays’ the structure of domination. For actors, these
structural dimensions are present in the form of what Giddens calls ‘modalities of
structuration.” These modalities are manifestations of the structural dimension
activated in settings of interaction: The structure of signification is available to the
social actor as interpretative scheme(s), the structure of domination is available as
authoritative and allocative resources though which power can be exercised, and the
legitimation structure is available as norms which allow for the sanctioning of conduct.
Modalities thus link the “knowledgeable capacities of agents to structural features”
(Giddens, 1984: 28) as social actors “draw upon the modalities of structuration in the
reproduction of systems of interaction, by the same token reconstituting their structural
properties” (ibid). Thus, to grasp what is going on in scenes of interaction, social
researchers need to attend to the multidimensional nature of the structural context, the
means by which structural features are available to social actors as modalities, and the
reproduction of these modalities as well as structural aspects of social life.

Rule #6: Analyzing power is central to understanding social life: According to

Giddens (1984), the study of power is not a “second-order consideration in the social
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sciences” (p. 283). Aspects of power and domination are of primary importance to
social analysis as they assemble around the relation between action and structure
(ibid). However, it would be false to give the concept of power primacy over other
concepts, as in the case of Foucault (1977) and others. In structuration theory, power
has a double meaning. On the one hand, it denotes an individual’s ability to always
“act otherwise” (Giddens, 1984: 14). In this regard, the notion of power is logically
tied to Giddens’s notion of agency. Power is the ‘transformative capacity’ social actors
can employ to intervene in the world. On the other hand, the concept of power is to be
understood in relation to realization of intent or will as “the capacity to achieve desired
and intended outcomes” (Giddens, 1984: 15). Bachrach and Baratz (1962) have
referred to these two dimensions as the “two faces of power” (p. 947). However,
unique to structuration theory, power is not regarded as a resource in itself (Giddens,
1984: 16). It is through social rules that social actors are granted access to authoritative
and allocative resources, which allow them to exert ‘control’ over subjects or objects
to achieve their interests. Since access to resources as modalities of domination tends
to be stable over time and bound up with the system of social relations which actors
inhabit, relations of autonomy and dependence also tend to be regularized. However,
autonomy and dependency are never complete. Giddens argues that subordinates never
act like mere ‘automata’ but always retain some agential power to influence the course
of events and the conduct of their superiors. Giddens (1984: 16) calls this mutual
dependence the ‘dialectic of control.” It is essential that social analysis is sensitive
towards the two ‘faces’ of power and the consequences of the ‘dialectic of control.’
Rule #7: Social inquiry should take into consideration the spatio-temporal
aspects of social life, such as the episodic nature of social life, the time-space
distantiation of social practices and the ‘long durée’ of institutions: Giddens criticizes
other social theorists for their lack of preoccupation with spatio-temporal aspects of
social life. He notes that social reality is inherently episodic (Giddens, 1984: 244), that
is, the occurrence of each routine (social) practice in the history is marked by a
beginning and an end. Considering spatio-temporal aspects of social reality allows
researchers to analytically ‘cut into’ the development of systems of practices over time
and analyze how particular social practices emerge while others disappear. Each social
practice stretches uniquely across time and space. Some practices prevail only for a
short period of time and within a confined region, others stretch across long distances
and time periods. In an allusion to Marx, Giddens states that social actors “make

history, but not in circumstances of their own choosing” (see Giddens, 1984: xxi; also
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Giddens, 1976: 160). Some elements of the structural context preexist and outlive
individuals (Giddens, 1984: 170). These enduring structural features are ultimately
responsible for the production and reproduction of social institutions, i.e. ‘standardized
modes of behavior’ (Giddens, 1979: 96) exhibiting a ‘longue durée’ (Giddens, 1984:
35) and considerable spatial expansion. It is through a researcher’s ability to unveil
and apprehend the role of such tacit, deeply ingrained aspects of social life that social
research attains its emancipatory character. Analyzing spatio-temporal relations
between social actors’ day-to-day activities and the extended ‘durée’ of social
institutions often provides unique insights into the constitution of social life as
routinized conduct.

Rule #8: Functionalist explanations of empirical regularities are incompatible
with the premises of structuration theory, regularities are to be explained with
reference to bounds of knowledgeability and the intended and unintended
consequences of purposive human conduct: 1f humans are no longer regarded as mere
‘functionaries” but rather as active, knowledgeable agents, then functional-
deterministic explanations of social regularities are no longer feasible. Structuration
theory contends that the structural context can operate only through agents’ reasons
(Giddens, 1984: 293 and 310). Actors have reasons for what they do; they act in an
intentional, purposeful, and knowledgeable way. This does not imply that actions
always result in intended outcomes, nor that agents can fully anticipate the
consequences of their actions or discursively supply reasons for their doings. The
bounded nature of human knowledgeability and possible distortions in the aggregation
of individual actions often lead to unintended consequences which reproduce social
regularities that may be undesired. By analyzing the unacknowledged conditions and
unintended consequences of purposive actions, social research can account for
empirical regularities without sliding back into functionalist explanations. Observed
regularities are only surface occurrences which remain mutable in the light of the
sociological emancipation of the actors who produce and reproduce them.

Rule #9: The ‘double hermeneutic’ character of social inquiry renders social
science distinct from natural science and sets it apart from naturalistic conceptions of
sociology. The structural-functionalist ‘consensus’ in social theory, which Giddens set
out to transcend, was tightly bound up with a naturalistic conception of sociology, i.e.
the idea that social science exhibits the same logical framework as natural science
(Giddens, 1984: xiv). Giddens contends that social science is “in some respects a quite

divergent enterprise [...][because] the causal conditions involved in generalizations
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about human social conduct are inherently unstable” (ibid: xxxii). This instability is
caused by the mutual hermeneutic interplay between the lay actor and the social
scientist. As lay actors interpret and incorporate sociological findings into their
conduct, the object of analysis is transformed. Consequently, structuration theory
rejects the ‘technological’ form of critique and interventionism found in naturalistic-
positivistic conceptions of the social sciences. Social intervention does not only occur
when the social ‘engineer’ sets out to change the social situation based on his findings,
but emancipation and change in behavior are inevitable consequences of social
inquiries as lay actors adapt their conduct in the light of new findings. It is important
that social researchers reflect on how their research project and new findings may
transform the object of inquiry and that they consequently take some precautions to
avoid ‘contamination’ of the study object during the research project.

Rule #10: Structuration theory builds upon a naive form of realism and requires
a post-empiricist epistemology and a non-positivist methodology: Giddens has
described himself as a naive realist (see Bryant and Jary, 1991: 26f.; Bryant, 1992:
141; Cruickshank, 2003: 93). Consequently, he accepts that there is a reality beyond
ideas and discourse. Despite some parallels, Giddens’s naive realist position is to be
distinguishes from Bhaskar’s (1978) scientific realism (cf. Cruickshank, 2003: 93). For
example, Giddens — unlike Bhaskar — does not defend the existence of emergent
properties. More importantly, he disagrees with Bhaskar on the possibility of an
empiricist-positivist philosophy of social science. Instead, Giddens advocates a radical
break with empiricism (Giddens, 1976: 141). Critical of the repression of questions of
interpretation in empiricist philosophies of science, he welcomes post-empiricist
philosophies of science, such as those proposed by Kuhn (1962) and Lakatos (1980).
These philosophies regard (social) science as an inherently interpretative endeavor and
acknowledge that problems of meaning and translation have a direct impact on
scientific theories and inquiries. Thus, Giddens rejects empiricism’s claims that social
scientists should best derive their hypotheses from theory and proceed to test them
(Giddens, 1989: 295), that sense experience provides the only acceptable form of
evidence, and that social science can express its observations in a theoretically neutral
language (Giddens, 1976: 134). Giddens suggests replacing the inductive logic of the
empiricist approach with a sophisticated form of falsificationism as proposed by
Lakatos (Giddens, 1976: 140f.).

The propositions outlined above provide a broad overall framework for crafting

research projects that employ structuration theory as a primary analytical lens. They
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are the basis upon which we formulated our research strategy and research design to
explore how team members of a corporate venture create, share, negotiate, and attempt
to institutionalize identity drafts to resolve diffuse identity ambiguity. However, before
we proceed, it is useful to briefly reiterate Pozzebon and Pinsonneault’s (2005)
learnings from reviewing empirical work based on structuration theory in the field of

IT research.

4.3.3 Towards a Repertoire of Research Strategies — Learnings from IT Research

Structuration theory’s complexity and abstraction as well as its very loose coupling
with specific research methods has made it difficult to apply Giddens’s project in
empirical research. To improve the application of structuration theory in empirical
work, Pozzebon and Pinsonneault (2005) drew upon experiences from IT research
between 1990 and 2003 to identify structuration theory’s patterns of use and discuss
how researchers have addressed empirical challenges. Their in-depth study of 20
structurationist articles revealed that authors have primarily adopted interpretive
epistemological and ideographic methodological approaches, such as ethnography,
case studies, grounded theory, and action research (Pozzebon & Pinsonneault, 2005).
Pozzebon and Pinsonneault’s (2005) study also revealed that authors have made use of
four of Langley’s (1999) strategies for theorizing from process data to generate
theories that are accurate, parsimonious, general, and useful (see Table 4-1).
According to Pozzebon and Pinsonneault’s (2005) study, structurationist
approaches to IT research have made use of the grounded, narrative, visual mapping,
and the temporal bracketing strategies. Researchers have adopted an inductive, data-
driven logic to empirically ground their propositions and predominantly narrative
strategies as a means to organize and analyze their empirical material. Some studies
have applied a visual mapping strategy to make a relatively detailed comparison
between a number of cases’ data. Finally, IT researchers have used either a fine-
grained (Barley, 1990) or a broad-ranging (Barrett & Walsham, 1999) temporal
bracketing strategy to explore the effect of action on institutional change. The first of
these two strategies requires breaking down a rather short period of investigation into a
string of small, successive events to investigate their short-term effect on contextual

change. The latter is applied in multiple-year studies in which analysis is performed
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sequentially and in different phases to explore events’ or actions’ mid to long-term

effects on the institutional realm.

Table 4-1: Strategies for Theorizing from Process Data

Langley’s Seven Theorizing Strategies Application in Structurationist IT Research
Grounding Strategies:
Grounded Theory (inductive) Orlikowski (1993)

Alternative Templates (deductive) -

Organizing Strategies:

Narrative Yates & Orlikowski (1992)
Visual Mapping Orlikowski (1996)
Replicating Strategies:
Temporal Bracketing Barley (1990), Barrett & Walsham (1999)
Synthetic -
Quantitative -

Based on Pozzebon & Pinsonneault (2005: 1363f.)

Based on these findings, Pozzebon and Pinsonneault (2005) investigate how these four
strategies can be fruitfully combined to overcome empirical challenges when adopting
structuration theory as an analytical lens. The authors relate these strategies to the
three general propositions of structuration theory (actors’ knowledgeability, duality of
structure, and time/space) to indicate which strategy is best suited for exploring each
of these dimensions. The authors add that the strategies are usually combined and that
some combinations are more appropriate with regard to investing each of the three

dimensions of Giddens’s structuration theory.

Table 4-2: A Repertoire of Strategies for Applying Structuration Theory

Dimension Strategies to be Mobilized

Grounded Narrative Visual Mapping  Bracketing
Knowledeability necessary™* recommended®*  suitable recommended
Duality of Structure  necessary recommended®*  suitable recommended*
Time/Space recommenced recommended®  suitable recommended*
* = preferred combination

Based on Pozzebon & Pinsonneault (2005: 1366)
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Overall, the article provides a good overview of the repertoire of actionable research
strategies for collecting, analyzing, and interpreting empirical data from a structuration
perspective. Pozzebon and Pinsonneault’s (2005) article is a valuable source for
researchers looking to make use of structuration theory’s explanatory potential.
However, the findings are somewhat limited since the study is restricted to the IT
research field and to only three specific ‘dimensions’ of structuration theory. The
authors admit that their “knowledge on the topic and on how best to apply it remains
limited” (Pozzebon & Pinsonneault, 2005: 1369).

4.4 Methodology

Selecting the appropriate research strategy and research design for the conduct of
empirical research not only depends on the social theory employed, but also on the
subject matter, the goal of the research project, and the research question(s) put

forward. We shall thus restate our research goal as follows:

This study’s goal is to develop a typology of social practices as members of
organizations engage in collective identity drafting to resolve diffuse identity
ambiguity in the context of a newly launched corporate venture and to analyze

these practices from a structuration point of view.

This research goal translates into two interrelated research questions:

RQ(1): What are the routine social practices through which organizational

members create, share, negotiate, and institutionalize identity drafts?

RQ(2): How do we interpret these practices from a structuration point of view?

These two research questions represent the two stages of our empirical study. In a first
step, we investigate organizational members’ routine actions as they ‘work on’ image
drafts. The aim is to provide a descriptive typology of the social practices involved in
the creation, sharing, negotiation, and institutionalization of identity drafts. In a next
step, we investigate each of these practices in more detail. To provide an interpretative

account of these practices, we adopted structuration theory as an analytical lens. For
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this purpose we draw upon the ‘rules’ of structurationist inquiry formulated earlier in
this paper. Giddens’s (1976, 1979, 1984) concepts provide the ‘analytical scalpel” with
which we dissect the hidden workings of these practices. The overall goal is to offer

‘thick interpretations’ (Geertz, 1973) of the practices identified in the first step.

4.4.1 Research Strategy

From our research goal, it is readily clear that we are first and foremost concerned with
the analysis of social agents’ strategic conduct rather than with analyzing the
institutional aspects of organizational life. Giddens stipulates the prospects of such a
focus by means of ‘analytical bracketing’ (see Rule #2), but he remains vague about
the choice of research strategy and method (Giddens, 1989: 296). For cases where the
‘analytical veil’ is placed upon institutional aspects of social life, Giddens does not
advocate any particular research strategy (e.g., ethnography, case study research, etc.)
or method. This does not mean that he allows for a slide into the ‘abysses’ of
methodological relativism or anarchism (Feyerabend, 1975). Instead, he contends that
each research project is unique and that it is the peculiarities of the project and not his
general and abstract social ontology that define which research strategy and method
are most appropriate. Consequently, given our research goal and analytical focus on
actors’ strategic conduct, we have to pick a research strategy and an accompanying
method which allows us to, in a first step, identify the routine social practices
organizational members engage in as they create, share, negotiate, and try to
institutionalize image drafts, and, in a second step, grasp the structuration processes
that are at work ‘beneath’ the observable doings of organizational members whose
conduct we analyze.

Based on these considerations, we adopted the qualitative-exploratory research
approach of organization ethnography. Having its roots in American cultural
anthropology (e.g., Spradley, 1979, 1980; Spradley & McCurdy, 1972; Spradley &
Mann, 1975), ethnography means ‘writing culture.’ It is a qualitative research strategy
aimed at generating a holistic understanding of the doings of social actors and how
they make sense of their world (Hesse-Biber & Leavy, 2011). Ethnographies are
textual accounts of the “everyday practices and customs of a culture” (p. Hesse-Biber
& Leavy, 2011: 193) or of “human networks of action” (Kostera, 2007: 15).
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Ethnographic research is strongly related to participant observation as a data collection
method. Ethnographers ‘immerse’ themselves into the “social worlds of the inhabitants
of their research setting” (Hesse-Biber & Leavy, 2011: 193) in order to understand
what is going on in the setting and to provide ‘thick descriptions’ (Geertz, 1973) of the
everyday activities of the actors in that setting. It is argued that, in order to gain a
thorough understanding of actors’ doings and meanings, the social researcher needs to
spend a good amount of time within the natural setting (Hesse-Biber & Leavy, 2011:
193) of the actors whose conduct he or she aims to analyze ethnographically. This,
however, does not imply that the researcher must necessarily become a full member of
the scene. Contrarily, it is fundamental to good ethnographic research that the
participant observers retain some distance from their subject matter so that they can
critically reflect upon their discoveries.

According to Hesse-Biber and Leavy (2011), ethnographic work “relies, for the
most part, on an interpretative |...] perspective on the nature of social reality” (p. 198;
emphasis in original text). However, ethnography does not per definition foreclose any
positivist, hypothetico-deductive approach to social inquiry, but ethnographic research
questions are often not formulated in such a precise way so that they can be submitted
to direct empirical testing. Ethnographic inquiries are guided by rather general
research concerns or questions which provide the social researcher with some
guidance in exploring the field as a participant observer (Hesse-Biber & Leavy, 2011).
However, the fact that ethnographic research favors an interpretative approach over
(post-)positivist or critical approaches aligns well with Giddens’s attempt to radically
break with positivist-empiricist schools of social inquiry (Giddens, 1976: 141).
Giddens has repeatedly stressed the significance of the ‘interpretative turn’ in social
theory (e.g., Giddens, 1976: 51ff.); however, he has not adopted and advocated it
uncritically. While he is content with interpretivism’s focus on Verstehen and its claim
that social phenomena should be considered social actors’ skilled accomplishments,
Giddens 1is critical of interpretative sociology’s traditional lack of concern with more
enduring features of the social realm that exist prior to and outlive individual actors.
Moreover, he wants to push interpretivism a little towards realism to arrive at a form
of realism which Cruickshank (2003) calls ‘naive realism.’

Ethnography is a research strategy that is closely related to other qualitative
research strategies, such as ethnomethodology (Garfinkel, 1967, 2002), grounded
theory (Glaser & Strauss, 1967), and qualitative case studies (Yin, 2003). With the

first, ethnography shares its philosophical foundation in Schiitzean phenomenology
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and its primary interest in how humans interpret their world and how they go about
their daily lives. Proponents of ethnomethodology contend that “the meaningful,
patterned, and orderly character of everyday life is something that people must work
on constantly to achieve [and that] one must [..] assume that they have some methods
for doing so” (Rawls, 2002: 5).

Both ethnography and ethnomethodology acknowledge that social interactions
are the locus where interpretation and practical reasoning take place (Kostera, 2007:
54). Social researchers adopting a research strategy based upon grounded theory
employ similar data collection methods as ethnographers. Both rely heavily on
participant observation and unstructured interviews. In addition, grounded theory and
ethnography share some philosophical roots in Blumer’s (1969) symbolic
interactionism (Kostera, 2007: 55). However, while both strategies suggest an
inductive approach to theory building, ethnographers usually follow a less rigid set of
rules than grounded theorists when it comes to analyzing the data gathered.
Furthermore, unlike grounded theorists, ethnographic researchers do not often aspire to
build generalizable theories, but rather intend to gain knowledge on local phenomena
and to present them in the form of realistic descriptions (Kostera, 2007: 55). Finally,
the ethnographic research strategy shares some commonalities with case study
research. Both focus on inquiring into settings in which the researcher has little to no
control over events in the setting and where the focus is on a contemporary
phenomenon within a real-life context (Yin, 2003). Both aim to provide detail-rich
descriptive, exploratory or explanatory accounts of a delimited setting concentrating
on what, how and why questions.

However, the ethnographic research paradigm is not an internally unified one.
Sanday (1979) argues that, while all ethnographic approaches share some important
propositions, such as the centrality of participant observation and the primacy of
attaining understanding, the accounts produced differ considerably in style and focus.
She found that ethnographies are either holistic, semiotic, behavioral, or combinations
thereof. The main difference between them is their “focus on [either] the whole, [or]
the meaning, or the behavior and the degree to which the analytic goal is diagnosis or
explanation” (Sanday, 1979: 537). Sanday further distinguishes between the
interpretative and the explanatory-comparative mode of analysis. However, since her
analysis in 1979, practice-oriented ethnographies have emerged as another quite
distinct style. Ethnographies of practice cut across these styles in a unique way: they

are rather comprehensive, but not as embracive as other holistic accounts; they
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consider the meanings social actors attach to their actions but do not make them the
object of analysis; and they focus on the conduct of social agents, but do not stop at the
psychological-behavioristic level of analysis and interpretation. Practice-oriented
ethnographies should thus be regarded as an ethnographic style in their own right.
Since participant observation is the primary method of data collection in
ethnographic studies, the researcher’s role and his or her interaction with the field is a
central issue that requires closer consideration. To gather data for the study, the
ethnographer must ‘immerse’ into the scene as an observer and/or participant. The role
the researcher adopts in the field is thus a “device for securing information” (Gold,
1958: 218) which must be played carefully and sensibly. Junker (1952) and Gold
(1958) provide a typology of four types of roles for ethnographic researchers:
complete observer, observer-as-participant, participant-as-observer or complete
participant. Each of these field roles varies regarding the researcher’s involvement and
disclosure of the researcher’s role to the actors whose conduct is being studied (Hesse-
Biber & Leavy, 2011). Each role offers a different perspective on the subject matter
and each one has specific advantages and disadvantages (Gold, 1958: 222f.). For
example, both the roles of a complete observer and complete participant are
advantageous if the researcher needs to remain covert to collect the data required for
the study. Complete participation may be insightful when becoming an authentic
member of the research setting provides the researcher with unique possibilities to
experience and investigate the social realm. At the same time, it bears the risk of
‘going native’ (Gold, 1958: 220), that is, to become too affiliated with one’s
participant role in the field. In such cases, researchers tend to lose their critical
distance to those whose conduct they intend to study. Investigators adopting a
complete participation role must control for these risks during their research project.
They can avoid ‘going native,” for instance, by planning ‘cooling-off periods’ (Gold,
1958: 220); that is, periods outside the field during which ethnographic researchers
emotionally detach themselves from the participant role to dispassionately and
sociologically reflect upon their field experiences. Furthermore, covert research can
raise ethical concerns and issues of data quality. Which role is best suited for the
conduct of the study depends on a series of other factors, such as the overall research
goal and the research question(s), access to the field, or the outcome of the role-
negotiation with gatekeepers (Hesse-Biber & Leavy, 2011). Moreover, the role
adopted is not necessarily fixed during the entire research project. Researchers may

need to change their role if such a move promises better opportunities for collecting
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relevant data or if their field identity is being compromised. It is of crucial importance
that social researchers remain aware that their role is an instrument for collecting field
data and that they consciously play their role(s) to study those aspects of the social
realm that are of interest to the study (Gold, 1958: 218).

Participant observation is not the only means by which ethnographers can
collect data. Employing additional data collection methods, such as interviewing,
surveys, and documentary analysis (Kostera, 2004; Schensul et al., 1999; see
LeCompte & Schensul [1999: 128ff.] for a detailed overview of data collection
methods for ethnographies) may be highly advantageous and in some cases necessary.
Additional data collection methods can be used to supplement (Neyland, 2008) or
triangulate (Denzin, 1978; LeCompte & Schensul, 1999: 130) data gathered through
participation observation. Using a combination of data collection methods can be
justified in multiple ways. Greene et al. (1989: 259) proposes that mixing methods,
including combining qualitative and quantitative ones, is justified if it fulfills at least
one of the following five purposes: triangulation (corroboration of findings);
complementarity (elaboration and illustration of results); development (method
enhancement); initiation (discovery of contradictions and new perspectives); and/or
expansion (extension of the breadth or depth of inquiry).

Exploratory ethnographic research is based on a circular rather than a linear
model of inquiry (Spradley, 1980: 26ff.). The ethnographer starts with a general
problem, a topic, a concern or an openly formulated research question. He or she then
enters the field and starts collecting data by making field notes, interviewing people,
collecting text documents, and so forth. The analysis of these ethnographic records and
other data collected guide the fieldworker in asking new questions, which demands
gathering further data, and so forth. The ethnographic research cycle continues until
the researcher has finished his or her ethnographic account. In cases where researchers
leave the field before having completed their ethnographic text, they may still continue
their analysis in order to finish their account.

The validity of ethnographic research is a complex matter and it is subject to the
question of how ethnography should be epistemologically grounded. In ‘What is
Wrong with Ethnography?,” Hammersley (1992) argues that ethnographic research
tends to either lean towards a form of realism too close to positivism, a position which
allows for the assumption that the validity of an account can be established with
certainty, or towards relativism where the ethnographic account is regarded as nothing

more than another possible ‘reality’ — one created by the ethnographer. To avoid the
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limitations of both, Hammersley (1992) advocates a more subtle form of realism
which is “distinct from both [positivism] and relativism in its rejection of the notion
that knowledge must be defined as beliefs whose validity is known with certainty” (p.
74). Hammersley argues that ethnography should instead aim for knowledge and
belief-claims “about whose validity we are reasonably confident” (p. 73; emphasis
added). An account’s validity can be enhanced by employing measures to separate
‘fact from fiction” (van Maanen, 1988). We believe that it is exactly what Anthony
Giddens had in mind when he advocates a form of naive realism as a philosophical
basis for his theory of structuration. It is rather incidental that Hammersley (1992) uses
the term ‘naive realism’ to denote the realist position close to positivism while
Giddens uses the term to assume a philosophical position relatively close to
interpretivism.

Building upon structuration theory’s naive realist position and adopting
organizational ethnography as our research strategy, we can now develop a research

design that serves as a “blueprint for action” (LeComte & Schensul, 1999: 62).

4.4.2 Research Design

The opportunity to conduct an ethnographic study on the social practices members of
an organization engage in as they create, share, negotiate, and institutionalize identity
drafts came to us when we were offered an external consultant role to advise a large
Swiss industrial group on venturing into new markets to mitigate the existing market
cyclicality risk. We were invited by the CEO of a business unit (BU) within that
group, a former work colleague and friend, to join the team of a newly established
corporate venture and help to grow the venture into a successful new business. It was
only shortly before we were mandated that the venture had been officially established
as a strategic initiative with a small amount of human and financial resources. Being
closely involved as a participant-as-observer from the establishment of the venture and
over a nine months period (from April to December 2008) presented a unique
opportunity to conduct an in-depth study of the social practices of collective identity
drafting.

The setting of the study was particularly interesting as it represented an
‘extreme case’ in several regards. First, the venture project was still at a very early

stage. Therefore, team members devoted significant time and effort to resolving
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diffuse identity ambiguity by creating, sharing, negotiating, and institutionalizing
‘identity drafts.” Second, the pressure to rapidly build up the new business was
aggravated as the broader economic conditions worsened significantly. In spring 2008,
the outlook for the business unit and the overall group worsened dramatically as many
sectors were hit hard by the consequences of the global financial crisis. In only one
year, sales of the group’s division, of which the BU and the venture were a part, had
dropped by over 40% and the profit-making unit slid deep into the red. The
management of the BU and the newly established venture project team grew
increasingly concerned about the overall prospects of the business and the national
media fueled rumors that the entire division might be sold off to stop the cash drainage
and ultimately save the group from going bankrupt. These fears were not wholly
unjustified given that the division was established only recently after the group had
acquired another Swiss industrial firm and transformed it into one of several divisions
of the group. Moreover, the group’s owner structure changed twice in recent years and
the mid to long-term investment strategy of the new foreign owners remained unclear.

Over the course of the study, we assumed the role of a complete participant.
Only the CEO of the BU, who offered us the opportunity to conduct this study, was
informed about our study. All the other actors were unaware of our role as a
researcher. For them, our role was exclusively that of the external consultant
supporting the team during the build-up and growth of the venture. We were officially
appointed as the Head of Business Development in the venture team. This role allowed
us to unobtrusively participate in all relevant meetings and designated us to discuss
any topic regarding the venture’s strategy, vision, and future identity with team
members. Moreover, due to our close and public friendship with the CEO of the BU,
we became a sort of ‘catalyst’ between the venture team and the CEO as both sides
turned to us to discuss important matters and ideas. Our role placed us ‘at the center’
of the social practices involved in the creation, sharing, negotiation, and
institutionalization of identity drafts. Owing to our elevated social position and
friendship with the BU’s CEO, we were provided with the unique opportunity to
gather the data needed to conduct this study.

Doing ethnographic fieldwork is rather an art than a precise science or method
(Wolcott, 1995). Wolcott (1995) argues that fieldwork is about ‘courtesy and common
sense,” about ‘being there,” ‘getting nosy,” and ‘looking over others’ shoulders.’
Fieldwork requires mind-work and personal work. The ethnographic researcher must

not only create records of data, but continuously play and defend his or her role as an
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objective investigator, hermeneutically grasp what is going on, and express his or her
findings in an ethnographic account. As an actor immersed in the field, the
ethnographer needs to establish and manage field relations with his or her ‘informants’
(Neyland, 2008). In our particular case, the overall setting was rather small and clear,
with a few relations to be managed. The venture’s core team comprised only three
members, including ourselves. Additionally, three senior managers and three other
employees of the BU were engaged in the project. The relatively small number of
people and relations to be managed allowed us to first-handedly experience most of
the goings-on within the team, inter alia, the routine discursive practices team
members performed to translate diffuse identity ambiguity into graspable and
discursively expressible identity drafts. This made it possible to see the whole ‘picture’
while not losing sight of the subtleties involved in the constitution of these routine
doings.

Data gathering was primarily based on observation and taking field notes. We
took records of what team members said as they tried to make sense of the diffuse
identity ambiguity by drafting possible future identities. We complemented these
records by taking notes of team members’ non-verbal communication and of the
interaction settings in which members shared and negotiated such image drafts. Such
meticulous note-taking provided the basis for identifying, analyzing, and interpreting
the social practices members engage in as they participate in identity construction.
However, taking field notes was not guided by a strict set of rules. We ‘jotted down’
whatever we thought was relevant and interesting with regard to our research
questions. Many of the records made were, in van Maanen’s (1988) words, ‘boringly
realistic’ and brief.

In addition, we tape-recorded several meetings with one key client and one
prospective business partner. These meetings represented ‘episodes’ in which the
venture’s future and identity as well as the overall firm were frequent topics. In
addition to transcribing the recordings for further analysis, we took real-time notes on
non-verbal and contextual elements of these social encounters. This allowed us to
sense subtleties of the interactions which might otherwise have gone unnoticed.
Internal documents provided another valuable source of contextual information to
complement our findings from participant observations. For example, we were able to
obtain earlier strategy documents comprising elements of identity drafts, which helped
us to put identity drafts in a historical context. With regard to the economic uncertainty

concerning the venture’s wider context, the frequent letter of the group’s CEO
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provided a rich source of contextual information. Since the letter was regularly
emailed to all the employees of the group and read by many, it supplied members of
the venture team with valuable insights into the happenings and developments within
the entire group. These letters addressed key issues which subsequently became
regularly debated topics during daily ‘coffee break meetings,’ chats in the hallway, and
other casual discursive encounters.

While collecting data in the field, we simultaneously started to analyze our
records for clues and patterns regarding the social practices involved in the collective
fabrication of identity drafts. The process of data analysis was split into two
subsequent steps. In a first phase, we searched, filtered, and analyzed field notes,
coded transcripts of tape-recordings and searched through obtained documents for
hints that would allow us to develop a typology of discursive practices involved in the
creation, sharing, negotiation, and institutionalization of identity drafts. Initial ideas
and findings were triangulated across various data types to find additional supporting
instances and clues. In an iterative process of data analysis and with an increasingly
focused collection of additional data, we developed a general typology of the routine
practices of team members engaging in identity drafting.

In a second step, we ‘radiographed’ each of these practices from a structuration
point of view. Regarding these routine doings as skillful accomplishments of
knowledgeable actors, we looked for tacitly applied rules that constitute these
practices. We analyzed how actors drew upon interpretative schemes and norms as
well as their authority over objects (e.g., financial resources) and other actors. The
goal of this second phase of analysis was to gain a thorough understanding of the
structuration processes at work when members of the team (inter)acted to create, share,
negotiate, and institutionalize identity drafts.

Data analysis and interpretation did not end after the nine months we spent
observing venture team members in the field but continued for quite some time
thereafter. This allowed us to review our findings from a critical distance as we
switched roles from being participants to being ‘full-time researchers.” Over several
months, we repeatedly revisited our data to validate our initial ideas and preliminary
findings to make sure we did not overlook something important. However, we did not
only look for confirmatory evidence but also for ‘hints’ that contradict our findings to
jeopardize our understanding of what is going on.

Data collection and analysis also overlapped with the writing of the

ethnographic account. From the outset of the study, our intention was to author a
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‘realist tale’ (van Maanen, 1988: 45) of the subject matter. Therefore, we had to make
sure our study conforms to four conventions: experiental author(ity), i.e. taking the ‘I’
out of the ethnographic report and focusing on the “sayings, doings, and supposed
thinkings of the people studied” (van Maanen, 1988: 47); typical forms, i.e. focusing
on the mundane, “regular and often-observed activities of the group under study” (van
Maanen, 1988: 48); the native’s point of view, i.e. to assessing and interpreting the
goings-on from the standpoint of the observed; and interpretive omnipotence, i.e. that
our interpretations offered are undisputed and made credible by supportive evidence or
by reference to theory (van Maanen, 1988: 51f.).

Conducting ethnographic research requires controlling for risks that may
negatively impact the collection, analysis or interpretation of data (Johnson et al.,
2007: 67). While our close participation in the scene gave us access to situations that
may not have been available to observatory research, we had to take measures to
control for three risks inherent to participatory strategies: contamination, going native,
and political alignment (see Johnson et al., 2007: 67). The first risk denotes that
participating field researchers’ actions may influence the subject matter under
investigation. We tried to minimize this risk by reflecting critically on our involvement
in the setting and how we may have influenced the doings of other actors in the scene.
The risk of ‘going native,’ i.e. the danger of becoming too emotionally attached to the
role as participant, was low and controllable in our case, since our active engagement
in the field was limited to one to two days per week during our nine month field study.
During the rest of the week, we reassumed our role as researcher to analyze the newly
gathered data. These ‘cooling-off periods’ (Gold, 1958: 220) were elemental with
regard to retaining a ‘critical eye’ and to separate ‘facts from fictions’ (van Maanen,
1982) and to remain objective. Finally, controlling the risk of political alignment
provided the biggest challenge. Political alignment occurs if the researcher is
instrumentalized by other actors as a political ‘tool’ (Johnson et al., 2007: 67). From
the outset of our research project, one member of the team and one senior manager of
the BU tried to utilize us for their personal interests in the venture. It demanded
considerable effort to counteract these attempts and maintain a politically neutral
position. Being engaged as an external consultant rather than an employee proved
highly valuable as we could refer to our official role given by the BU’s CEO whenever
we needed to justify a deviating position on a particular issue or topic. The risk of
political alignment with the CEO was low as our long lasting friendship was built upon

openness and the capacity to accept criticism.
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4.4.3 Research Setting and Context

A venture project within a large Swiss industrial group provided the setting for our
inquiry into the structuration of the social practices involved in the creation, sharing,
negotiation, and institutionalization of identity drafts. A brief overview of the research
setting will familiarize the reader with the scene and the broader context of the venture
at the time when we conducted our study. For our ethnographic account, we
anonymized the name of the group, the venture, and the actors to protect their identity.
Towards the end of 2007, the management team of one of the companies within a large
Swiss industrial group decided to start a corporate venture in order to enter new
markets by leveraging the company’s unique capabilities to process high-performance
ceramic materials. The company’s strong dependency on the highly volatile textile
machinery market and the uncertainty about the BU’s future role within the group
provided the primary reason for this decision. By building a second foothold in
markets not related to the textile industry, the management team of the company hoped
to compensate for the potential loss of local jobs in case of a downturn in its key
market and/or in case divisional or group management decided to move jobs to
countries with lower labor costs than Switzerland to increase profitability. The
secondary rationale was to make the company less dependent on one single market and
to put it on a broader basis to level out the high cyclicality of its core business.
Moreover, if the company’s sales and profitability were more stable, it would be much
more likely to stand on its own feet in case the group’s senior management decided to
sell-off its textile business as a whole or in part. This was an important motivation for
starting this venture, as the company’s management considered a management buyout
in the case group management decided to put its textile division or BU up for sale.

A brief review of the company’s history provides some background information
on this rationale, illustrates the overall situation during our study, and reveals why the
company found itself in a state of high identity ambiguity. Founded in the mid-
nineteenth century as a small family business, the company played a decisive role in
the ascent and prosperity in Switzerland until the First World War. Within a little more
than half a decade, the company became a key player in this market and one of the
largest employers in the country. After the First World War, the company employed
over a thousand staff members. During that time, the company had built an identity
and image as a leading textile machinery firm. Then, from the mid-1920s onwards,

when growth in the Swiss textile industry gradually slowed down, the firm’s
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management decided to build a foothold in additional, more promising industries to
find and exploit new opportunities for growth. Over the following fifty years up till the
early 1970s, the company grew into a large industrial group with over five thousand
staff members. Known for its high quality products, it had become an international
player in the textile machinery market. Moreover, the company the key driver of
prosperity of an entire region. However, the decline of the Swiss textile industry from
the mid-twentieth century onward forced the company to transition from a textile
group into a chemical and plastics specialist. As a consequence, the group
systematically spun off or closed down parts of its traditional textile business. In 1999,
only one highly specialized textile technology subsidiary was left which was continued
until 2005 when it was acquired by one of the few remaining large textile machinery
groups in Switzerland. Within the new group, the company became a part of its textile
components division — a ‘patchwork division’ which had been built up of a series of
mid-sized firms that the company acquired between 2003 and 2005. After it was
acquired, the company was allowed to keep its original name and to operate mostly on
a stand-alone basis with little interference from group management. Then, in 2007,
after foreign activist shareholders put pressure on the textile machinery group, the
entire group was sold to another large Swiss industrial conglomerate in a public
takeover. The acquired group was merged with the buyer’s existing textile machinery
business to form a division. The newly established division constituted a big part of
the overall conglomerate with the company being only a very small part of the textile
components business unit. Under the new ownership the company had to change its
name to conform to a prescribed corporate identity. When the market for textile
machinery collapsed in the aftermath of the recent global financial crisis, sales in the
group’s textile division dropped by roughly fifty percent across all subsidiaries.
Suddenly, after years of sales growth and decent profitability, the textile machinery
and components business incurred high losses. Despite the group management’s long-
term commitment to the division, rumors spread that the division may be divested as a
whole or in part to recuperate cash to avoid the entire group being declared insolvent.
These rumors were not entirely unjustified given that the textile group was acquired in
its heydays and financed almost entirely with bank loans, which led to a perilous
overall debt level. It was obvious that the financing banks were increasing the pressure
on the management and owners of the group to find a solution to considerably lower
the group’s debt burden.
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When we started our study in spring 2008, we found the company in a state of high
identity ambiguity. After being forced into the periphery within the traditional group,
being acquired twice within a short period of time, having to give up its traditional
name and logo, and being hit hard by one of the worst market downturns in the history
of the textile machinery market, members of the company had almost entirely lost their
sense of a shared identity. While some wallowed in their memories, others demanded
that the company adopt a role as part of the large industrial conglomerate. It was not
surprising that the newly established venture within the company became the hope for
a new and better future. However, since the venture did not yet have an agreed upon
strategy or shared identity but instead followed market opportunities opportunistically,
members of the team developed an array of identity drafts for the venture. Venture
team members asked questions such as: ‘Who are we as a team?’ and ‘Who do we
want to be as an organization?’

We decided to focus exclusively on the corporate venture’s setting in order to
identify the various social practices performed by organizational members as they
engaged in collective identity drafting to resolve high identity ambiguity and to
subsequently analyze these practices from a structuration perspective. This decision
was motivated by several factors. First, since we were offered a consulting assignment
to help develop the newly established venture into a more substantial business, we
received unique access to the goings-on in the venture. Access to the entire company
was much more limited and was not covered by our agreement. Second, by focusing
solely on the venture, our research setting remained manageable and clear. To conduct
our study, we did not have to trace and analyze the interactions among hundreds of
people but could focus entirely on studying the conduct of a small group within the
organization that had been assigned to the venture project. This allowed us to retain a
good overview of the goings-on as members of the team engaged in identity drafting.
Moreover, extending our study to the entire company would have been problematic
given our limited resources — having only one researcher on site. Finally, while
identity ambiguity was also high throughout the entire company, the venture setting
provided an extreme case of identity ambiguity. Such extreme settings are particularly
useful for in-depth, single-case studies (Yin, 2003) or ethnographies as they provide
unique insights into organizational phenomena.

The following table depicts the relevant actors who assumed roles in the
venture. We clustered the team members into three groups depending on their primary

role or function within the company or venture. The column labeled ‘Time Alloc.’

180



indicates how much time each member allocated to the venture project measured in

relation to the standard work hours of a full time employee (FTE):

Table 4-3: Venture Team Members and their Roles

Role Company Role/Function Venture Time Alloc.
Company CEO Overall governance c. 10%
Management ~ CFO Financial governance c. 10%

Head of Production Production capacity planning c. 30%
Venture - Head Business Development c. 20%
Core - Head of Engineering and Sales 100%
Team Purchasing Administration & Purchasing c. 50%
Other Co-Head Shop Floor Production c. 30%
relevant Head of Quality Management Quality Management c. 20%
actors Secretary of the CEO Corporate Identity c. 10%

The venture team comprised members of the company management, three core team
members including us as participant observer, and three members of the team who
primarily worked for the company but were regarded as part of the extended venture
team. During the nine-month ethnographic study, we focused primarily on the analysis
of interactions among these actors as they created, shared, negotiated, and

institutionalized identity drafts for the newly established venture.

4.5 Identity Drafting in a Corporate Venture — A Structuration View
Analyzing our collected data and reflecting on our first-hand experiences made over
the nine months on site revealed that venture team members performed a series of

specific social practices to transform high identity ambiguity into alternative,

provisional identity drafts and then into a shared identity:
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Figure 4-1: From High Identity Ambiguity to Identity Drafts to Shared Identity

High Identity Identity Shared
Ambiguity Drafts Identity
> 4

Creating Identity Drafts

Sharing/Negotiating Identity Drafis

Institutionalizing Identity Drafts

The social practices involved in creating, sharing, negotiating, and institutionalizing

identity drafts were the products of knowledgeable actors who were enabled and

constrained by shared (tacit) rules and resources forming the structural context of

(inter)action. The subsequent table provides a general typology of the social practices

we discovered:

Table 4-4: A Typology of Practices Involved in Identity Drafting

Episode Practices
Creating Importing Clues
Identity Drafts

Projecting Strengths

Sharing/ Sharing Identity Drafts
Negotiating
Identity Drafts

Playing Power Games

Normative Anchoring

Short Description / Comments

Interactions with prospective clients, business
partners, etc. provided opportunities to create or
modify existing identity drafts

Perceived strengths vis-a-vis competitors served
as inspiration for identity drafts and provided the
broader frame of all drafts created

Team members engaged in conversations on
identity to promote, test, refine, and/or refute
identity drafts

The ability to mobilize resources allowed team
members to enforce favorable and ward off
unfavorable image drafts

Team members anchored identity drafts in shared
norms to legitimate them
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Table 4-4: A Typology of Practices Involved in Identity Drafting (continued)

Institutionalizing Attracting Resources Members of the team attempted to attract

Identity Drafts financial and other resources (e.g., people,
production capacity, etc.) to cement their
promoted identity drafts

Creating and Favorable identity drafts became increasingly
Mobilizing Artifacts fixed through the creation of physical artifacts
(e.g., logo, client contracts, etc.)

Identity drafts were in constant flux as team members continuously created new and
modified existing ones by importing and mediating provisional images and ideas
provided by relevant external stakeholders (clients, suppliers, etc.) and by projecting
strengths into alternative self-perceptions. Team members shared identity drafts with
others in day-to-day social encounters to promote, test, refine or refute alternatives.
Furthermore, they mobilized resources as ‘modalities’ of domination to enforce or
ward off particular identity drafts and linked identity drafts to generally agreed-upon
norms to anchor and legitimize them. Finally, members of the team tried to attract
financial, human, and other resources or they created artifacts to institutionalize their
favorite identity drafts.

Moreover, we found that the occurrence of these practices varied over time.
While members of the team were initially engaged in creating new identity drafts, their
focus shifted more and more towards sharing, negotiating, and institutionalizing
existing identity drafts. The presented typology can thus also be interpreted as an
episodic scheme. This does not mean that the process of identity construction was a
deliberate one in which members initially created a set of alternative self-perceptions
and then submitted each of them to sharing and negotiation. Instead, new identity
drafts were created as long as the process of identity construction continued. Team
members even created new identity drafts at a time when it was already clear which
identity draft would prevail. When we refer to the typology as an episodic scheme, we
mean that each identity draft has to go through the states outlined if it is to become the
venture’s newly shared identity.

In the following sections, we explore each of the seven types of practices
observed (see Table 4-4) in more detail. To make sense of venture team members’

conduct, we employ various dimensions of structuration theory to provide an
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interpretation of the observations made. To make our account more real, we provide

several direct citations of utterances made by team members.

4.5.1 Importing Clues

Since the venture had gradually grown from an opportunistic appreciation of orders
from clients outside the textile machinery industry into an official initiative, venture
team members had already been grappling with identity-related questions for a while
before we entered the setting. By crafting preliminary answers to identity questions,
the team had established an initial yet still diffuse sense of identity for the venture
project. Once the idea to venture into new markets in order to balance out fluctuations
in the textile machinery market had matured and received the official support from the
organization’s top management, efforts to define the venture’s future identity by
drafting alternative, provisional identities increased significantly. We discovered that
team members performed two different practices to create new identity drafts and give
form to their initial thoughts on identity. On the one hand, team members adopted and
mediated image drafts and clues from clients, partners, and other external stakeholders.
On the other hand, the venture team members created new identity drafts by taking
into consideration the organization’s and venture’s strengths and key capabilities.

We observed that meetings and other occasions of interaction with clients,
suppliers, and other external stakeholders provided a valuable and rich source of ideas
for drafting provisional identities. In such encounters, members of the venture team
were frequently supplied with clues about how the different stakeholders saw the
venture. These stakeholders thus provided the team with contingent answers to
questions such as ‘What do we want to do?,” ‘Who do we want to be?,” and ‘What
should we concentrate our resources on?’ Clients and other relevant stakeholders
provided a broad and variegated range of image clues, ranging from explicit
suggestions to subtly submitted advice on future business opportunities. However,
image clues were not adopted uncritically but were always mediated by asking: ‘What
does this mean for us?’; ‘Is what XY suggests really an option given our limited
resources?’; or ‘How does this image clue fit into other provisional self-perceptions?’.
The two situations described below illustrative in more detail how clients, suppliers,
and other stakeholders supplied the team with image clues and how the team mediated

them to build new or modify existing identity drafts.
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In the second half of 2007, shortly before the venture was established more formally, a
dental implant start-up (short: DentalCo) approached the organization to produce the
first prototypes of a newly developed type of dental implant made of high performance
ceramic materials. The CEO of DentalCo was convinced that the company’s unique
capability to produce high precision ceramic parts for the textile machinery
components would also enable his start-up to develop new, innovative products to
disrupt the high-end dental implants market. Owing to its ground-breaking dental
implant solutions, DentalCo had attracted a notable amount of venture funding from
external investors. However, the company had to find a production partner capable of
fulfilling their tough product requirements and, after having talked to other high-
performance material machining specialists, the CEO of DentalCo realized that the
organization with its yet-to-be-formed venture would be the only player in the market
capable of producing geometrically highly complex implants at that time. He knew
that if he could win the venture team for a close and exclusive partnership, his start-up
could erect significant barriers to market entry as followers would have troubles
finding a production partner capable of producing similar dental implants.

DentalCo’s decision to enter the dental implant market was a bold strategic
move since the incumbent players had ‘deep pockets’ and established distribution
networks to fend off new market entrants. Nevertheless, the CEO of the dental start-up
held on to his vision of the firm becoming a significant player in the market over the
following five years. However, to realize this vision, DentalCo needed to convince the
prospective venture team to engage in a close partnership. Consequently, whenever the
teams of both sides met, for example to discuss the prototyping phase’s results or
details of the partnership, the CEO of DentalCo repeated his mid to long-term vision
of the start-up, promising and stressing that the team and organization had a ‘once in a
lifetime’ opportunity to develop the venture into a substantial business within a
relatively short period of time and to secure local jobs in spite of the volatility of the
textile machinery market. The CEO of DentalCo supplied the venture team with a
vision of the venture’s promising future depicting it as the leading supplier of ceramic-
based components for the dental and medical industry — a rapidly growing sector with
much better prospects than the stagnating textile machinery market.

The venture team, however, did not adopt DentalCo’s vision of the venture’s
future in an unmediated way. Instead, the team weighed the prospective benefits
against the potential short, mid, and long-term risks a close and exclusive partnership

could bear and discussed how resource constraints within the organization may make it
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difficult to live up to the DentalCo CEO’s growth expectations. The fact that he had
made mutual exclusivity a necessary condition for a partnership contrasted sharply
with the intention of the organization’s senior management and essentially the venture
team to minimize market, client or any other sort of dependency risks and remain
flexible. Furthermore, a partnership would have required high client-specific
investments into production capacities which could not be directly used otherwise if
DentalCo did not succeed in breaking into the high-end dental implant market.
Furthermore, the venture team’s sentiment towards a close partnership turned from
mixed to somewhat negative when the DentalCo’s CEO expressed his plan to sell his
start-up firm to a large incumbent player in the mid-term and that this would require
the corporate venture also sells its production know-how and infrastructure. Concerns
about DentalCo’s agenda and goals combined with other factors, such as dependency
risks and tight resource limitations, led the venture team to mediate the vision and
image clues supplied by DentalCo’s CEO. They subsequently drafted an identity
which combined elements of DentalCo’s vision for the corporate venture as the dental
and medical industy’s leading partner with identity-related aspects from other identity
drafts, i.e. preliminary answers to the question: ‘What should the venture stand for in
the short, mid and long term?’. For example, the team intensely discussed how it could
avoid committing to an exclusive partnership in order to retain more flexibility. Thus,
the image draft constructed by the venture team members deviated from the image
supplied by DentalCo’s CEO. It was a highly unique, fluid social construction
comprising the hopes, fears, and ideas held by the venture team combined with the
image clues supplied by DentalCo.

Another example illustrates how the venture team imported clues from one of
its key materials suppliers to create a new identity draft. During one of the regular
update meetings with the supplier’s sales representative, the venture team was
informed about two newly developed materials: a translucent and an electrically
conductive high performance ceramic material. Both materials had very unique
features that would allow the venture to create new opportunities for clients from
various industries. The venture team’s Head of Engineering and Sales recognized that
translucent ceramic materials could open up new avenues for design innovations for
luxury watch manufacturers. Having been in regular contact with several Swiss luxury
watch manufacturers and having conducted prototyping projects for ceramic-based
clockwork components, the Head of Engineering and Sales was familiar with the

pressure these firms faced in coming up with new, unique products for their
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demanding clientele. He was convinced that these new materials would open up
entirely new design opportunities. In the meeting, the discussion quickly extended into
whether or not the venture should focus on becoming the first, highly specialized
player to produce ceramics-based components for the luxury watch industry. It was
argued that Switzerland with its large number of luxury watch manufacturers would
provide ample opportunities to eventually grow the venture into a substantial business.
While it was clear that such a strategy would not yield the same potential for growth
and profitability as the dental implants market, the venture would also not make itself
dependent on one single client as was the case when the venture team agreed to an
exclusive partnership with DentalCo.

In this second scene, the venture team did not adopt and mediate a concrete
image or vision supplied by an external partner as in the first example. Innovations
from the material supplier provided merely an ‘igniting spark’ which then led to the
creation of a new identity draft depicting the venture as a partner for luxury watch
manufacturers. Thus, the way in which clues from stakeholders are used to create
alternative, provisional self-perceptions was highly situation-specific and did not
follow a particular template.

All in all, the venture team members acted as skilled and knowledgeable
performers of their boundary spanning role (Aldrich & Herker, 1977; Tushman &
Scanlan, 1981), drawing upon a broad array of rules and resources, i.e. structural
features. For instance, they appropriated some general rules of interaction, signifying
representatives of the venture team as insiders and clients, suppliers, and other partners
as outsiders. As a result, interactions with outsiders differed from interactions within
the venture team in many regards. Social interactions with external stakeholders were
rather distanced and non-confronting. Team members did not openly raise objections
against supplied image clues, since they tacitly agreed on the insider-outsider
distinction, which allowed them to regard supplied clues as suggestions which they
could either embrace or not. We also discovered that venture team members’ and
outsiders’ interaction partners mobilized their positional power to enforce their
interests. For example, we found that DentalCo’s CEO repeatedly tried to influence the
course of image drafting within the venture team by mobilizing his power to allocate
orders substantial to the wventure. Not only orders placed but already the
communication of potential upcoming orders provided the CEO of DentalCo with an
effective means to promote his interests that the venture team adopted his vision.

Finally, members of the venture team seemed to tacitly follow the omnipresent yet
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rarely discursively expressed ‘client is king’ rule of economic, demand-driven
organizations. Whishes expressed by key clients became the primary device for
legitimating particular views and support for particular identity drafts within the team.
Client demand and satisfaction seemed to be a criterion for evaluating existing identity
drafts. By tacitly appropriating the °‘client is king’ rule, the team unwittingly
reaffirmed the market’s role as the primary measure for evaluating the conduct of
economic organizations and managers. The (unintended) consequences of team
members’ purposive conduct thus stretched far beyond the context of the venture or

particular social interactions.

4.5.2 Projecting Strengths

In the corporate venture, the practice of creating and modifying identity drafts in social
interactions with clients, suppliers, and other stakeholders was complemented by the
practice of creating identity drafts by projecting the organization’s unique capabilities.
While it may have been simple to follow a path suggested or hinted at by clients and
other relevant stakeholders, team members were well aware of the organization’s and
venture’s strengths and capabilities, which provided the seeds for building a
substantial business. Upon the CEO of the BU’s instruction, the team actively
reviewed how it could leverage its core competencies to build a new business that
would allow for securing local jobs both in the short and long-term. During a team

meeting, the venture team’s Head of Engineering and Sales stated:

“We are better than any other player in the market when it comes to precision
and quality. This is our distinctive capability. So why focus on only one market?
We should aim to become one of the leading boutiques of ceramic-based high
precision parts for clients from various industries. We can be a partner of the
watch, medical, automotive and other industries. Our market is the entire

)

German-speaking part of Europe.’
His remark reflected the fact that the venture was in fact one of the very few players

with the engineering capabilities and production infrastructure to manufacture parts of

highest precision. Not only were team members aware of this, but also many of the
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company’s clients. Addressing the team, a key client from the watch industry once

stated during a technical specification meeting:

“With your capabilities to produce high precision ceramic-based casings for
luxury watches, we can create new watch designs. Your quality is unmatched by

other producers in the market.”

Similarly, addressing the venture team, DentalCo’s CEO affirmed:

“Only with your engineering and production know-how can we achieve what
we want to achieve. We had other manufacturers produce prototypes but we
were disappointed by the results. Without you on board as our exclusive
partner, we would lose approximately six to twelve months until someone else

has figured out how to do it.”

In addition achieving high precision results, the modern production infrastructure with
state-of-the-art CNC-controlled grinding machines allowed for experimentation with
new procedures and complex geometries. Being fully aware of this, team members
repeatedly stressed that rapid prototyping constituted another distinctive strength of the
firm which could be leveraged. This competence had been built over the years as many
of the orders were small-batch or prototyping jobs which demanded the team’s unique
engineering capabilities and a highly flexible production infrastructure with low set-up
times and a high degree of flexibility.

However, while the corporate venture could capitalize on its advantages in
terms of precision and flexibility, it was at a clear disadvantage when it came to
producing high-volume, low-margin parts. First, the production capacity was limited
and the installed machines were not optimized for high volume orders. Moreover,
being located in Switzerland with its high labor costs compared to even neighboring
countries such as Germany or Italy, demanded a concentration on low-volume, high-
margin orders in order to generate contribution margins that allowed the venture to
operate profitably. The disadvantage of not being able to take on high-volume orders
could only be partially offset by a higher degree of automation in the production
process. During a site visit, the CEO of a German firm which acted as a supplier,
partner, and competitor responded to the question of whether there is an overlap in

capabilities and production capacities. He stated:
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“Our business is the volume business. Your business is completely different. We
are the ‘dirty squad’ and you are the nice guys to go to when someone is
looking for very small parts or a batch size of five. Sometimes we are
approached by clients asking us to produce two or three units or prototypes.
What if we pass these people on to you in the future and you send us over the

high-volume orders?”

Similarly, during a strategy meeting, the CEO of the BU and the Head of Engineering
and Sales (HES) exchanged their views on this topic:

HES: “Aren’t there a series of ceramic parts in every car?”

CEO: “Our future is this high-margin and low-volume business. We simply
cannot compete when it comes to volume and low margins. Small but nice is our
game. We shouldn’t waste any time thinking about how we can become a
supplier for the automotive industry.”

HES: “I agree. But maybe we could only do a few production steps.”

CEO: “Forget it! I want to see how you produce millions of the same parts on
our machines. For this, we would have to throw out all the machines we have

and build a new production from scratch.”

As a consequence of the ongoing discussions on the venture’s strengths and
capabilities as well as an assessment of the client base and previous orders to
determine the possibilities of specialization, the team came up with an array of
different new identity drafts, such as ‘we are the specialist for high precision, ceramic-
based roller bearings’ (built on the venture’s unique strength in producing cylindrical
parts) or ‘we are the specialist for small parts made from ceramic materials’ (built on
the comparative advantage of being able to produce smallest parts).

When we investigated our data and reflected upon our first-hand experiences,
we discovered that the practice of identity drafting by projecting strengths was enabled
and constrained by the organization’s traditional recipes for success, the interpretative
schemes held by team members, and the broadly accepted ‘business rule’ that building
upon strengths and core capabilities is a promising strategy to be successful (Prahalad
& Hamel, 1990). We found that it was difficult for team members to perceive radically
new opportunities by breaking with established views, by questioning recipes which

were successful in the past, and by thinking ‘outside the box’ to envision that the
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venture could help change the organization into something radically different. This
was not particularly surprising given that most of the team members had been with the
organization for several years when the venture was launched. Over the years, they
had internalized the rules and recipes which characterized the thinking and conduct of
the overall organization. Consequently, the practice of creating identity drafts based on
projecting strengths not only reproduced the existing interpretative schemes, norms,
and resources as ‘modalities’ of structuration, but also the relationships among actors.
Members of the venture team had to conform to the corporate rules and norms if they
wanted to attract resources and receive support from the organization’s senior
management. By tacitly following these rules, the actors unknowingly reproduced the
structural context within which the venture was embedded and of which they aimed to

break free.

4.5.3 Sharing Identity Drafts

A shared identity is an inherently social accomplishment (Scott & Lane, 2000) in
which individual perspectives are amalgamated and interactively refined until some
basic agreement over the core aspects of the shared identity emerges (Gioia et al.,
2000).

Members of the venture team talked about matters of identity and expressed
their personally held identity drafts in everyday social encounters. They routinely
shared, challenged, refined, and opposed identity drafts to create a shared sense of
identity within the newly established venture. However, the emerging sense of identity
among team members was neither the random outcome of situative interactions among
actors nor predetermined by the current structural context or established power
relations within the organization or venture. Each team member had a stake in this
process since every member’s sense of self-identity was closely coupled with the
emerging sense of the venture’s identity. In regular day-to-day social interactions,
team members mobilized shared interpretative schemes, norms, and sources of power
to share and support favorable identity drafts while challenging or repelling those they
perceived as less promising for the venture.

Sharing identity drafts with other team members demanded that the actors be in
a practical sense knowledgeable about the communication and interaction rules

relevant for establishing and maintaining discursive encounters in which identity drafts
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were discussed and negotiated. These rules are primarily practical in nature and they
define the aspects of the ‘when,” ‘where,” ‘who,” and ‘what’ of social interactions in
which identity drafts could be shared with others. Tacitly shared ‘when’-rules signify
when it is appropriate to discuss matters related to the identity of the venture or the
organization in a social situation. For example, in our sample, the decision to initially
keep the venture secret to the group or division management allowed team members to
share their ideas, thoughts, concerns, and so forth when they were among themselves
but constrained such behavior in the presence of division managers. Shared ‘when’-
rules also determined when it was appropriate to discuss identity drafts among team
members. For instance, while sharing identity drafts was common during weekly team
meetings, it was less appropriate to discuss identity-related issues during production
planning meetings. However, during weekly team meetings, it was considered rude to
cut-off an ongoing discussion to express one’s views on the future identity of the
venture. Like any other communicative act, utterances made about identity drafts had
to connect seamlessly with prior communicative acts to retain the ‘natural flow’ of
discursive encounters.

Both ‘where’ and ‘who’-rules are directly connected to ‘when’-rules. Together
they define the appropriate interaction settings for sharing identity drafts. Giddens
(1984: 119) refers to these regularized interaction settings as ‘locales.” He describes
locales as settings of co-presence governed by a set of tacitly shared rules of conduct.
Thus, the locale defines the appropriateness of certain communicative acts. Locales
also have a significant bearing on the ‘what,’ i.e. the content, of discursive encounters.
Together, the dimensions of locales (‘where,” ‘who,” and ‘when’) and their regularized
content (‘what’) constitute the situational practices of communication.

In our study, we identified three locales for sharing and negotiating identity
drafts. Each of these locales differed considerably in terms of participation (who),
timing (when), location (where), and content (what) (see Table 4-5). Spontaneous
coffee chats provided the primary locale for team members to share their ideas and
concerns about the venture’s future. During these daily encounters, team members
expressed, refined, modified, and aborted personally held identity drafts. Access to this
locale was not restricted as the coffee break area was in an open space section directly
next to the venture’s office. Moreover, since the venture office was located in a
different building than the senior managements’ (CEO, CFO) offices, members could
not only openly discuss their ideas and even utopias regarding the venture’s future, but

also express their personal concerns about views held by of the CEO and CFO. Coffee
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chats contributed significantly to building a shared trust among team members; that

which was said during these encounters stayed within the team and remained secret to

superiors.

Table 4-5: Locales for Sharing Identity Drafis

Locale Who When Where What

Coffee chats Members of daily; At the team office; Anything from concerns to
venture core team;  spontaneous semi-open setting; wild ideas to utopias;
only rarely with out of direct reach of  review of CEO/ CFO’s
CEO/CFO; open/ the CEO/CFO view; ‘idea testing’ among
anybody welcome friends and peers

Strategy Formal team Regularly; Meeting room at BU Presentation and

Meetings meetings incl. previously headquarters; semi- discussion of strategic
CEO/CFO; only scheduled formal set-up; options and key identity
held if all key preparation of agenda  drafts; CEO/CFO to
members of the and documents express their view
team are available

CEO Updates  CEO and author Approx. every  Closed settings in the Big picture; critical
(in participant two weeks; CEO office or off-site  evaluation of strategic
role) spontaneous options and dominant

identity drafts

Regularly held strategy meetings provided a second, more formal locale for sharing
and negotiating identity drafts with team members and the company’s CEO and CFO.
In order to assure efficiency and focus, these meetings’ overall setting and the
procedures followed were much more structured than those of the coffee chats.
Strategy meetings were always held in a meeting room or in the neighboring building
where the BU management was located or in the venture team’s office. Unlike
informal chats during coffee breaks or in the hallways, strategy meetings normally
required considerable preparation work from the venture team. Through the
preparation of documents (e.g., Powerpoint presentations comprising the results of the
assessment of strategic options and Excel spreadsheets with financial projections for
DentalCo’s project), the venture project was integrated into the administrative
processes of the organization and the BU. These documents served as a basis for the
CEO to decide on important issues, such as the company’s strategic direction, the
allocation of financial resources, and so forth. In these more formal strategy meetings,
we found that only more mature and peer-tested strategic ideas and associated identity
drafts were expressed, due to team members’ fear of losing face in case the CEO felt a

particular idea was not well thought through. Thus, the tacitly shared rules constituting
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this particular locale as a regularized interaction setting for sharing identity drafts were
much stricter than those constituting informal encounters.

Finally, the BU’s CEO asked us (author), in his capacity as the Head of
Business Development, to provide him with regular updates on the venture’s progress.
These update meetings often developed into intense discussions on the strategic
options of what the venture should become in the future. The CEO of the BU not only
expressed his view on the venture’s future but also openly discussed the happenings in
the broader organizational context and explained these events’ possible implications
for the venture. Occasionally, the CEO also expressed his personally held identity
drafts. The update meetings took place in various locations, such as the CEO’s office,
in his car while on the way to meet a client, or during after-work dinners at restaurants.
Common to all these meetings was that the locale was closed to other team members.
One reason for this is that these meetings also provided the setting for discussing team
related issues such as position changes, team members’ strengths and weaknesses, and
so forth — topics not meant to be discussed in front of the entire team. Sometimes,
these update meetings served to prepare the CEO for an upcoming strategy meeting.
Hence, these meetings provided the CEO with the opportunity to learn more about a
variety of topics, including the goings-on in the team and which identity drafts were
circulating among team members. Furthermore, the CEO could express his very
personal thoughts on identity-related issues, knowing that we (author) would, after
critical examination, fully support his views and decisions. Our close and longtime
friendship provided the basis for a mutually open, trusted discussion on any relevant
aspect of the venture.

For the venture, sharing identity drafts was confined to particular locales. These
settings of interaction were regularized by tacitly shared rules about the ‘when,’
‘where,” ‘who’ and ‘what’ of discussions related to the venture’s future. Team
members drew upon these rules and a broad array of resources (e.g., written
documents, etc.) to constitute these interaction settings and define them as primary
locales for sharing identity drafts. By appropriating these rules and resources, i.e. the
structural features of meaningful interaction, team members also reproduced them for
future use. Moreover, by engaging in more formal strategy meetings — a form of social
interaction common in the corporate context but normally less common for most non-
corporate ventures — the team unintentionally and unknowingly reproduced the

corporate structural context of the venture signifying it as part of a larger whole.
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4.5.4 Playing Power Games

Actors often mobilize power to give weight to their arguments and “achieve desired
and intended outcomes” (Giddens, 1984: 15; see also Rule #6). In structuration theory,
power has ‘two faces.’ It refers to both the capacity to act and the capacity to mobilize
resources as ‘modalities of domination’ (Giddens, 1984: 29) to influence the course of
events. The latter implies that power itself is not a resource but the capacity to
mobilize either allocative or authoritative resources in order to achieve desired goals.
Thus, it is only in combination with the mobilization of these resources that power
becomes an effective means to exert control over objects (via allocative resources) or
other social agents (via authoritative resources). In organizations, an actor’s social
position constitutes such a resource. Positional power provides an actor with the
capacity, for example, to direct the allocation of financial resources, to make decisions
opposed by other members, and to define subordinates’ tasks and roles. Such access to
resources can be defined formally or informally. In each organization, access to
resources as a means to influence events is distributed in a unique way. Moreover,
Giddens (1979, 1984) stresses that even in situations of seemingly absolute
domination, a social actor can always choose to act in a way which evades control.
Consequently, power and control are always dialectic (Giddens, 1984: 16).

In the corporate venture, power games played an important role in discussions
on identity drafts. We observed that team members regularly mobilized their formal
and informal positional powers to directly or indirectly influence discourse on the
venture’s future identity. Since every team member realized the primary importance of
this topic, power games were more intense and omnipresent than in discourses over
less important issues. Team members could employ two strategies to promote or deter
particular identity drafts. On the one hand, those team members with formal or
informal authority could make use of their positional power to influence or direct the
course of identity-related discussions. On the other hand, members of the team could
mobilize power by leveraging relational or informational resources at their disposition,
i.e. their close relation to those with formal authority or their access to certain
information not available to other team members. For instance, team members tried to
give weight to their arguments and views by bringing their close relationship with the
CEO or CFO into play, indicating that this would allow them to receive senior
management support if necessary. Alternatively, team members attempted to leverage

their information advantage to gain informal authority among team members to
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promote their views. Despite the routine-like use of ‘power moves,” team members
rarely employed them in a strategic-calculating fashion. Instead, such power games are
a natural aspect of social life as actors try to achieve different interests. The following
three examples illustrate how team members mobilized their sources of power to
influence events to their advantage.

During one of the regularly held strategy meetings, the venture’s core team
presented to the CEO a range of strategic options derived from an in-depth analysis of
the organization’s core capabilities. Although the objective assessment revealed that it
would be interesting to focus on producing high-performance bearings, the CEO of the
BU argued that a focus on the dental implant business would not only offer
significantly more upside potential but also deliver immediate results that would
justify the necessary investments. Hence, he decided that the team should focus its
energy on figuring out what it would take to become a key production partner for
ceramic-based parts for clients in the medical and dental industry. On the one hand,
this decision was intelligible, since the collaboration with DentalCo had already been
going on for a while and the future looked highly promising with some ‘quick wins’ in
the near term. Visible short-term results, he argued, would allow him to receive
additional financial resources from the group that would in turn allow for a more
aggressive growth of the venture. On the other hand, this decision fueled some
discontent among team members. Not only were other options not considerably less
attractive, but a close partnership with DentalCo would severely limit the venture’s
flexibility. Since a partnership required an investment into highly client-specific
production capacities, the venture would become highly dependent on one single
market and one client which was at the time still in a fragile start-up phase.
Furthermore, to become an accepted supplier to companies active in the dental and
medical area, the venture had to meet the high quality requirements for medical
implants set by the ISO 13485 standard. Rearranging the existing production
infrastructure for this standard would not only consume substantial financial resources
and several months of work, but it would not be of any use if the venture later decided
to produce parts for companies outside the dental or medical market. However, the
CEQO’s expressed support for the dental strategy led some team members, who had
previously advocated other strategic paths and identity drafts, to abandon their former
view or at least limit discussions about alternative, provisional self-conceptions to
settings in which the CEO was not present. Consequently, while other identity drafts

were only marginally discussed in subsequent strategy meetings, conversations about
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alternatives continued during daily coffee chats. Nevertheless, the CEO’s decision to
focus on becoming a supplier to the dental and medical market was a clear statement
that significantly changed the course of the discourse on the venture’s future.

The organization’s CFO influenced the discussions on the corporate venture’s
vision and future identity by assuming his responsibility for the organization’s
financial stability and the optimal allocation of scarce financial resources. He
frequently made use of both his positional power and formal control over the
organization’s financial resources to advocate his personal views and interests. Being
born and having lived in the region where the original firm was founded and had
become established, the CFO evaluated visions and identity drafts primarily along two
factors: local job security and financial feasibility. Given this, the CFO was much
more critical about the decision to focus exclusively on the production of dental
implants for DentalCo. His concerns were justified by both the dependencies and risks
this would entail and by the group CFO’s official directive to postpone any significant
investment until the group had recovered from the economic downturn. He repeatedly
stressed that he only supported a path which would not require an investment of
significant amounts and for which necessary investments were not highly project,
client or market-specific. Furthermore, immediate investments had to be small enough
that they could be made without getting consent from the Division Head and the group
CFO. However, the BU CEO’s decision to develop the venture into a partner of the
dental and medical industry implied that the venture had to make a series of substantial
and highly specific investments. The CFO contended that the build-up of this new
business would not only consume too much substantial financial resources but
significantly reduce the venture’s flexibility to take on other business opportunities as
they arise. He argued that the venture should thus adopt a much less focused and more
opportunistic strategy. He suggested that the venture should become a recognized
specialist in high-precision machining of high-performance ceramic materials with no
particular industry, client or product focus. His identity draft for the venture contrasted
with the CEO’s views as it embraced a considerably broader view. However, in his
formal position as the firm’s CFO and as a strong advocate of local job security, his
view had a significant impact on the subsequent discourses about the venture’s future.

During our nine-month on-site investigation we also discovered that team
members who had no formally assigned authority leveraged their relational ties and
information advantages as ‘modalities of domination’ to influence discussions about

alternative identity drafts. It was not the ‘strength of weak ties’ (Granovetter, 1973),
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but the ‘strength of strong ties’ to those with formal or informal authority that allowed
team members to leverage these links as a sources of power to promote and achieve
their interests. Interestingly, strong ties to, for example, the CEO or CFO offered team
members the opportunity to draw upon these ties to advocate views and pursue
interests that do not necessarily conform to those held by the person the social tie
referred to. The following statement by the Head of Production exemplifies this.
During a coffee chat, he expressed his concerns about the CFO’s standpoint to proceed

without a clear market focus. He remarked:

“We should at least have some focus in what we do and not be too opportunistic
in our strategy. Otherwise, it is very difficult for me to plan for the production
infrastructure. I have worked with the CFO for many years now and know why
he thinks broad is the best option. However, I will talk to him about my problem

and tell him that, without any focus, we are wasting our limited resources.”

In this particular scene, the Head of Production leveraged his strong tie to the
company’s CFO to advocate a view and interests which partially countered those held
by him. His strong tie to the CFO thus allowed him to make others team members
believe that the CFO would listen to his concerns and maybe change his mind.

As actors have different interests, power plays, such as those presented above,
formed an inherent part of day-to-day life in the venture team. However, members did
not have to actively remind others of their positional power or the strength of their ties
to those with formal or informal authority. Every team member was aware of these
aspects and accounted for them in their daily conduct. Power, we learned, was not only
effective when exercised through the mobilization of resources, but also when other
members of the team anticipated that the others would make use of this source(s) of
power to influence the course of events.

As the venture team’s members mobilized allocative and authoritative resources
as ‘modalities of domination’ to achieve their interests, they at the same time
reproduced them as sources of power for future use. Moreover, since access to sources
of power remained rather stable over time, social relations among team members were
also stabilized. For instance, when the company’s CEO drew upon his positional
power to decide that the venture team should focus on the dental project, he not only

achieved his interest by mobilizing his position as a resource but at the same time
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unintentionally reproduced his positional power as a source of authority and the

existing superior-subordinate relationship between him and the team.

4.5.5 Normative Anchoring

Team members made frequent references to shared norms to legitimate claims and
their support for particular identity drafts. These shared social norms not only
regulated the conduct of team members as they engaged in sharing and negotiating
identity drafts, but some norms served as a legitimatory instance for particular identity
drafts.

The CEO’s and CFO’s official commitment to securing local jobs provided the
primary shared norm by which strategic options and identity drafts became evaluated.
Views and suggestions related to the venture’s strategy and implied identity draft
which ran counter to this norm were sanctioned either by contestation or ignorance.
Contestation occurred when team members uttered their support for an identity draft or
strategic path which was conceived by others as less favorable to secure local jobs than
other alternatives. In such situations, other team members argued that job security has
priority. This norm, however, was not only enacted and enforced through overt and
public contestation, but the possibility of being criticized or challenged for supporting
an identity draft which was less promising to secure local jobs than other alternatives
kept team members from advocating it in the first place. Thus, the norm which allowed
team members to mobilize criticism against particular views also ensured that all new
options basically conformed to that norm.

Alternatively, team members sanctioned certain identity drafts by simply
ignoring utterances made for their support. Ignorance as a sanctioning mechanism was
often employed when contestation did not keep team members from supporting
particular identity drafts. For example, after the CEO had expressed that the venture
team should focus on developing the venture into a supplier of ceramic-based parts for
the dental and medical industry, he occasionally ignored arguments in favor of other
identity drafts as well as criticism against pursuing his suggested path. On one
occasion, after an intense discussion on the venture’s prospective strategic direction,
the CEO brought the discussion to an immediate halt after first ignoring comments
brought forward, which were in favor of a view he did not share, and by subsequently

asking the team to move on to the next point on the agenda.
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Not only the CEO and CFO were able to mobilize sanctions. Instead, any member of
the team could employ sanctioning measures in interactions to ‘make a difference’ to
the ongoing discussions regarding preliminary, alternative self-conceptions. Although
actors with positional power had access to a broader array of and more powerful
sanctioning mechanisms (e.g., the capacity to lay off team members that were too
critical of their view), norms were appropriated and reproduced by team members in
regular day-to-day conduct.

Similar to authority, sanctions were not only effective when actually applied.
The mere expectation of being sanctioned for a particular conduct constrained team
members’ actions. For instance, some team members feared that they could be laid off
if they opposed the CEO’s decision to focus on the medical market. As a consequence,
they stopped openly criticizing his decisions. In some instances, it seemed that team
members who were opposed to the situation still recognized the necessity of sticking
together in order to successfully build-up the venture. Acknowledging this, they
changed camps and started to actively support the CEO’s decision to focus on the
dental implant market. By showing active support, they signaled that they were not
‘silent’ antagonists but loyal followers. Thus, they changed their position although the
sanction they feared was never actually applied.

Social norms can stand in either a complementary, non-interfering or
conflicting relation to one another. Such tensions and contradictions between social
norms are an inherent feature of social life. Therefore, as social actors, people must
work out practical solutions to resolve them as they go about their daily lives. For
example, the pivotal normative rule to secure local jobs in the long term stood in a
somewhat conflicting relation to the demand to produce some visible ‘quick wins’ in
order to legitimize the venture’s existence within the textile division of the group and
secure local jobs in the ongoing market downturn. This normative tension was directly
perceivable in situations where team members discussed identity drafts and their
requirement of financial resources. Since the CEO of the entire group had marshaled
an investment stop and immediate cost cutting measures to stop the division from
incurring losses, the venture team had to resolve the tension between this high level
order and the locally shared norm to secure jobs. Thus, the venture team had to live up
to contradictory normative claims supplied by the business unit management on the
one hand and the group management on the other. To resolve this normative conflict,
the team actively searched for a solution which would respect both claims. The

organization’s CEO demanded that the team works out a new plan which would
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require minimal financial resources in order to stay under the threshold level for
investments which additionally required the divisional head’s or the group CFO’s
approval. By this, the team bypassed the ‘no more investments’-norm supplied by
group management so the build-up of the venture could still proceed.

The venture’s commitment to long-term local job security conflicted, at least
partially, with the need to maximize value for the mother company’s shareholders.
Being a public company required that each of the group’s businesses conformed to the
general norms associated with the public equity market. The group had to conform to
the norm that shareholders were the owners of the group and thus the primary
stakeholders who had to be served. This implied that the group had to optimize
shareholder value and fulfill equity analyst expectations in order to remain an
attractive investment target for investors. This also meant that, in the rapid decline of
the financial market, the group’s businesses had to return to profitability as quickly as
possible so that investors would not lose confidence in the group. In a circulated email
letter, the group’s CEO stressed that each and every part of the group had to focus its
resources and energy on its core business and its key clients to return to profitability as
quickly as possible. This claim, however, stood in direct conflict with the decision to
create a new venture to explore areas outside the company’s core business. However,
since the venture had not yet grown into a substantial business, the CEO and CFO of
the BU decided to proceed with the build-up of the venture.

The moment norms were appropriated to legitimize conduct or particular
identity drafts, the mobilized norms were reaffirmed as an elemental part of the overall
structural context of (inter)action. Since members of the venture team eventually acted
within the broader corporate context, they also drew upon an array of corporate norms.
By this, they not only legitimized their conduct, but also unknowingly reproduced
these norms for future use. Furthermore, giving primacy to securing local jobs in the
long term supported views which considered the organization to have also a broader

social responsibility.

4.5.6 Attracting Resources

To institutionalize a particular identity draft, members of the team either engaged in

certain activities to attract resources or they created artifacts representing a provisional
self-conception.

201



Prior to the start of our consulting assignment and our simultaneous field study, the
Head of Engineering and Sales was the venture’s only official employee. The venture
had a very small annual budget at its disposal and no direct production capacities. The
available budget was just enough for paying salaries, for participating in one or two
fairs per year and for covering some general expenses (e.g., traveling, etc.). Whenever
the Head of Engineering and Sales received an order from a client, he had to
coordinate with the Co-Head Shop Floor to find a slot where he could use idle
production capacities from the organization’s state-of-the-art production infrastructure
in order to complete the job. The venture was very much a one-man show where the
Head of Engineering and Sales was responsible for winning new customer orders,
ordering the appropriate raw materials, engineering the parts to be produced,
coordinating the production of the order, and making sure the order was completed in
time. To successfully operate the venture, he built a network of contact persons within
the organization who were ready to support him in his project. He not only worked
closely with the Co-Head Shop Floor, but also with the Head of Quality Management
to make sure the produced parts met the agreed quality and precision levels. To
prepare materials for fair exhibitions (e.g., banners, documents, etc.), the Head of
Engineering and Sales worked closely with the Secretary of the CEO, as she was
skilled in graphic design.

During our first two months on site, the venture operated in pretty much the
same way it had before. However, over the following months, the venture team was
not only assigned an additional staff member, but budget constraints and additional
investments into the production infrastructure became a central topic of discussion. To
realize one of the strategic options and its associated identity draft, the team had to
convince the CEO and CFO to allocate additional funds to the venture. However,
securing additional resources not only meant that the venture could proceed more
aggressively, but depending on the uses of the additional resources it could develop
into something different. Thus, proponents of particular identity drafts tried to secure
resources to realize their vision for the venture’s future or show the financial
infeasibility of the identity drafts they considered less favorable.

To attract resources, the team had to follow the existing administrative
procedures of the larger corporate context. For example, the CEO demanded that the
team works out detailed financial projections resulting from a possible partnership
with DentalCo and a list of necessary investments to be made if this route is to be

pursued. The team then contacted production equipment manufacturers to determine
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the costs of establishing a production line that conformed to the quality requirements
in order to attain the required ISO 13485 certification and that was optimized for the
production of dental implants for DentalCo. The team quickly found out that the
required investment was considerable and that it would be difficult for the CEO and
CFO to commit these resources without the consent of the division head and the
group’s CFO. In the following strategy meeting, we observed that the supporters of
this strategy and identity draft tried to alleviate the investment problem by arguing that
some investments, such as that of a clean room for sterilizing parts, could be deferred
to later periods. Splitting the required investment over two or more periods was indeed
a feasible way to solve the problem. However, the Head of Production, who was rather
critical of the sole focus on DentalCo, argued that the investments were still highly
client-specific allowing for little flexibility in case DentalCo could not realize its
vision. He subsequently tried to convince the CEO and CFO to spend that money on
equipment that would allow the venture team to more flexibly experiment with new
materials and procedures to become the primary address for clients looking for
prototyping knowhow.

Discussions on the availability of financial resources and the resource
requirements continued for several months. During this time, discussions about the
venture’s strategy and future identity became increasingly focused on two alternatives.
On the one hand there were those who supported the view that the venture should
focus all its resources and energy on becoming a specialist partner of the dental and
medical industry with the appropriate production infrastructure in place or a
specialized partner for prototyping projects and small batch productions of ceramic-
based high precision parts. While the first of these options required significant and
highly client-specific resource commitments impairing the venture’s strategic
flexibility, the latter could also be pursued with only minor investments. Thus, the
discussion over identity drafts had developed into maneuvers over resource attraction.

The way in which team members touted for financial resources was strongly
influenced by the group’s standard rules and procedures for investment decisions. To
attract financial and other resources for a particular identity draft required that its
proponents made transparent the costs of realizing a particular strategy. They had to
submit documents, such as a financial plan, usually in the form of Excel spreadsheets,
and an investment proposal summarizing the rationale and purpose of the investment.
This was required, since the company’s CEO and CFO had to have them available in

case they had to justify the investment to the divisional or group management. By
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following the corporate rules for investment proposals and decision-making, the
venture team unknowingly reproduced these rules. Moreover, the team’s conduct also
re-produced the organization as an economic institution allocating its resources

efficiently through a deliberate resource allocation process.

4.5.7 Creating and Mobilizing Artifacts

A second strategy pursued by venture team members to institutionalize a particular
identity draft was to create artifacts that represented a particular vision or strategy.

When we arrived at the scene in spring 2008, we were surprised to find out that
the venture had its own logo and even a dedicated website despite the general ruling of
the group’s corporate design/identity department that all companies within the group
had to use the same logo and website. Primarily owing to the Head of Engineering and
Sales, the venture had already created artifacts that clearly distinguished its identity
from the overall group. Since the organization decided to venture into new areas, the
Head of Engineering and Sales had been tireless to delineate the venture’s activities
from those of the organization and the business unit. Interestingly, the venture’s logo
did not even contain the name of the group but used the traditional name of the
company prior to its acquisition in 2005. After being asked why he chose the old name
for the venture’s logo, the Head of Engineering and Sales simply replied: “For old
time’s sake.” The company’s logo also reflected the old one, signaling the hope that
the venture would eventually help to revive the good, old times when the company
was independent and flourishing. However, the logo was not a copy of the old one, but
a new creation. It used the color scheme of the group’s logo and combined the old
name with the attribute ‘ceramics.” It was a unique artifact fusing the company’s past,
present, and its future.

Although both the venture’s logo and website were created in a time when the
venture was still very small and following an opportunistic approach to growth, it
created an initial sense of identity among the venture’s supporters. However, due to its
high generality, the logo did not represent a particular strategy or identity draft.
Instead, the venture team created more specific artifacts comprising and representing
certain provisional self-conceptions. For example, the Head of Engineering and Sales’s
vast collection of waste parts from prototyping orders (e.g., watch casings, etc.) or

material tests served as artifacts to signal the venture’s broad capabilities in
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manufacturing ceramic-based parts with high precision and considerable geometrical
complexity. Additionally, the Head of Engineering and Sales had set up a show case at
the entrance to the venture’s office displaying a broad variety of sample parts to
employees and visitors. He also used these artifacts at fairs or sometimes brought
sample parts to client meetings to demonstrate the venture’s unique capabilities.
Therefore, the frequent presence of these artifacts indirectly supported the view that
the venture had unique capabilities which it could leverage across a broad range of
industries and applications.

A written memorandum of understanding (MoU) signed with DentalCo
manifested the venture’s interest to discuss a close partnership. We discovered that
supporters of the view that the venture should focus on the dental and medical sector
referred to this artifact to stress that the venture had made some sort of preliminary
commitment which could not simply be neglected. Although the MoU was a legally
non-binding agreement about the basic aspects of a possible partnership, some team
members were concerned that if the venture team did not do its best to thoroughly
examine a close partnership with DentalCo, the venture’s image could be negatively
affected. Furthermore, this artifact signaled that the venture was already on its way to
becoming a specialist producer of ceramic-based parts for the medical and dental
industry, which made it difficult to dismiss this view since it represented an initial
commitment.

Team members mobilized a variety of artifacts to express their support of a
particular identity draft or to distinguish the venture from the organization and the
group of which it was a part. Actors drew upon these artifacts as resources to ‘make a
difference’ in the course of events. The effective mobilization of artifacts for the
promotion of an identity draft, however, required a great level of practical skillfulness

on the part of the actors.

4.6 Discussion and Conclusion

In this paper, we sought to show how structuration theory can be fruitfully employed
to explore and interpret the doings of organizational members. To achieve this goal,
we adopted a two-step approach.

In a first step, we wanted to better understand the epistemological and

methodological implications of structuration theory. We believe that both structuration
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theory’s high complexity and Giddens’s (1976, 1979, 1984) lack of concern with these
issues have been the main obstacles to the adoption of his analytically powerful social
ontology. By assessing structuration theory’s status as a ‘research programme’ as well
as by revisiting Giddens’s comments on these issues and summarizing them into a set
of fairly simple rules of inquiry, we intended to make structuration theory more
accessible to scholars in organization studies. In the methodology section, we showed
how this set of basic principles can be translated into a research strategy and into an
appropriate research design.

In a second step, we provided a brief ethnographic study that illustrates some of
the basic features of a structurationist account. For this purpose, we decided to explore
and analyze the practices involved in identity work in a corporate start-up. We
developed a basic typology of the relevant practices and discussed each practice in
detail, offering a structurationist interpretation of goings-on. This allowed us to
conceive the identified practices as skillful accomplishments of knowledgeable agents
drawing on rules and resources supplied by the venture’s structural context. We
explained how the structural context both enabled and constrained team members’
conduct as they created, shared, negotiated, and institutionalized identity drafts to

resolve the high identity ambiguity experienced.

4.6.1 Contributions

Our account contributes to several research streams. First, it contributes to previous
efforts to clarify epistemological and methodological aspects of structuration theory
(e.g., Bryant, 1991) as well as the use of structuration theory in organization research
(e.g., Whittington, 1992; Pozzebon, 2004; Pozzebon & Pinsonneault, 2005). Given the
frequent criticism of Giddens’s neglect of these issues (e.g., Gregson, 1989; Bryant,
1992), we were surprised to find that none of his critics appeared to have sought to fill
this gap. It has been argued that this was essentially an issue Giddens had to resolve
himself (Bryant, 1992). We do not believe that Giddens will provide such an account
more than 30 years after introducing his social theory in 1976. His focus has long
shifted from a concern with theoretical issues towards more substantial topics and a
direct political engagement. We realized that if structuration theory were to expand its
influence upon social research in general and the study of organizations in particular,

someone else will need to step in and formulate an epistemological-methodological
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supplement to Giddens’s ontology, which is what we did in this paper. We do not
claim that our propositions resolve all epistemological and methodological matters of
structuration theory. However, our assessment of structuration theory’s status as a
‘research programme,’ the consolidation of Giddens’s comments into a few convenient
rules of structurationist inquiry, and the detailed elaboration of a research strategy and
design aligned to these principles provide a starting point for such a philosophical
companion.

Second, this paper contributes to the allegedly ongoing ‘practice turn’ in
organization research. For instance, our findings on the ‘power plays’ involved in
identity drafting confirm and complement other organizational studies’ findings on
political practices in organizations, such the formation of coalitions (March & Olson,
1976), the allocation of scarce resources (Burgelman, 1983), and the enactment of
hierarchical authority (Mintzberg, 1973). Sharing and negotiating identity drafts was
also very much a matter of issue selling (Dutton et al. 2001). Furthermore, the practice
of resource attraction can be considered as directly linked to the administrative
practice of budgeting (Ahrens & Chapman, 2005). Finally, Giddens’s concept of
‘locale’ complements the notion of episodic practices. Locales are the spatial units
situationally filled with episodic practices. The fact that this paper complements earlier
practice-based research so well is not an inherent feature of Giddens’s social ontology.
Although structuration theory is essentially a practice theory, Giddens does not
stipulate that the only form of study to be informed by structuration theory is the
investigation of the micro-level social practices. Instead, structuration theory is also
open to the investigation and interpretation of macro-level regularities as combinations
of intended and unintended consequences of action (e.g., Giddens, 1984: 347) as well
as the selective rather than wholesale use of structurationist concepts (e.g., Giddens,
1989: 294).

Third, this account contributes to research on organizational identity in several
ways. For one, our practice-based account provides a unique alternative to both the
reification and narrative perspectives on identity in organizations. By adopting a
structurationist stance towards the constitution of identity in particular, we avoid the
shortcomings and pitfalls of both the objectivist and subjectivist ways of conceiving
identity in organizations. In our approach, identity is neither an object-like,
independent entity, nor a mere assemblage of narratives devoid of any ontological
depth. Giddens’s social theory allows us to retain the analytical distinction between

agency and structure as it offers a coherent argumentative logic as to how the two are
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ontologically interrelated. By adopting this logic, we can provide credible
interpretations of the goings-on in the field and open up new avenues for studying
organizational identity as the outcome of organizational members’ skillful conduct.
Furthermore, we introduced the concept of ‘identity drafts’ to describe how the
corporate venture team created provisional, alternative self-perceptions, and self-
images to deal with high identity ambiguity. While previous research argued that
managers engage in the practice of sense-making (Weick, 1995b) and sense-giving
(Gioia & Chittipeddi, 1991) to resolve identity ambiguity, we contend that this may
only be feasible if identity ambiguity is moderate and manageable. When an
organization’s self-image is dissolved by radical internal or external changes or when a
newly established organization has not yet formed a shared sense of identity, it may be
very difficult or impossible for managers to restore identity by retreating into the
organization’s culture for identity cues (Ravasi & Schultz, 2006). We also contribute
to research on organizational identity in that our analysis of the creation of new
identity drafts through importing image drafts and cues from stakeholders
complements existing research on stakeholders’ roles in identity construction (e.g.,
Berg & Gagliardi, 1985; Gioia, 1998). We revealed how social actors skillfully
interpret and mediate clues supplied by clients, suppliers, and other stakeholders to
create new identity drafts or change existing ones. Further, this paper contrasts the
different postmodern narrative-procedural views of identity construction in
organizations by showing that identity work is much more than just an endless power
game or struggle as suggested by, for example, Clegg (1994) as well as Humphrey and
Brown (2002). Certainly, power and domination play an important role in identity
construction. However, there is an array of other aspects to it, such as the
communication and legitimation of particular views. Finally, this study’s findings
suggest that an organization’s identity is not the product of a few people, but a fluid
phenomenon and social accomplishment that emerges from day-to-day social
interactions. This implies that our account stands in sharp contrast to the ‘engineering
view’ of organizational identity, as represented by the reificationists and partially also
the post-structuralists. Managers cannot simply craft an organization’s identity. At
best, they can assume the role of ‘catalysts for change’ guiding organizational
members and providing the right environment for restoring or continuously renewing a

shared sense of identity in the case of identity ambiguity.
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4.6.2 Limitations

Our account also has some shortcomings. First of all, our introduction of a handy set
of rules for structurationist inquiry strongly simplifies the complex problem of
providing a philosophical background for structuration theory. Giddens’s complex
socio-theoretical account and his reluctance to subscribe to a particular philosophical
position make it difficult to grasp his epistemological and methodological standpoints.
Thus, while the set of rules presented in this paper may be useful for organization
researchers who are looking for some guidance when employing structuration theory
as analytical lens in their research projects, it may not be sufficient for social theorists
and philosophers of science interested in a comprehensive solution to the problem.

Second, our empirical study of identity drafting was confined to a single setting.
This may be an appropriate strategy to conduct an explorative study to discover new
aspects of a phenomenon, especially if the case setting represents an extreme case with
regard to the topic to be investigated (Yin, 2003), or if the topic is itself new
(Eisenhardt, 1989b). However, it raises questions about the generalizability of
discoveries made. Our findings may not be generalizable to other contexts and
situations of high identity ambiguity. To confirm our discoveries, this study should be
replicated in other research settings with varying degrees of identity ambiguity. In
doing so, we can be more confident that our findings are not idiosyncratic to the
corporate venture we studied.

Third, our study sought to explore the breadth of practices involved in identity
drafting. As a result, our account may lack some analytical depth in respect of each
practice identified. For example, we did not analyze each practice with regard to
possible within-practice variability. Furthermore, the examples presented were
primarily selected based on their capacity to illustrate a particular point or proposition.
Having selected them purposively and not in a random fashion may thus lead to a
selection bias. It would therefore be very useful to explore each practice separately.

Fourth, using participant observation as primary data collection method has
advantages as well as disadvantages. While it allowed us to get close to the doings of
the actors whose conduct we studied, the participatory part of our role may have
transformed the object of inquiry. We sought to control for this by only using sample
situations in which we were primarily observers, keeping our participation to a

minimum. However, given our key role in the corporate venture, we cannot rule out
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that the practices involved in identity drafting were somehow influenced by our
conduct in the field.

Finally, using structuration theory as analytical lens provides a particular view
of social life that may foreclose the perception of other relevant aspects and alternative
interpretations of goings-on. For example, structuration theory does not consider
emotional aspects of social life — a dimension that is needed for a deep understanding
of the conduct of actors engaged in identity (re)construction. Furthermore, Giddens’s
theory is complex, abstract, and general; it also leaves considerable room for
interpretation. Hence, it is an open question as to whether other researchers conducting

the same study would have developed exactly the same findings.

4.6.3 Future Research Avenues

Future research can advance our work at both the methodology level and the topic
level. At the methodological level, scholars can work out and use alternative research
strategies and designs to employ structuration theory in empirical research projects.
Since the choice of research strategy is highly dependent on the overall research goal
and the research questions, it would be interesting to see which strategy is best suited
for which type of research questions. This is, to some extent, what Pozzebon and
Pinsonneault (2005) tried to accomplish for IT research. By extending their general
analysis to organization research, researchers will be provided with a tool set that
allows them to realize structuration theory’s full analytical potential.

In terms of the topic of organizational identity, future research can advance our
account in several ways. First, it would be interesting to see whether our findings hold
for comparable settings of high identity ambiguity, or whether they are highly
idiosyncratic to the setting we studied. To perform this test, researchers could either
conduct other qualitative studies of identity work within single, comparable settings or
comparative qualitative studies covering multiple settings of high identity ambiguity.
Furthermore, comparing the practices involved in identity construction across settings
with variable identity ambiguity could validate our proposition that organizational
members develop identity drafts primarily in situations of high identity ambiguity, but
not necessarily if identity is moderate and manageable. Testing this proposition in a
larger quantitative study would also be interesting, as this could validate our

suggestion that identity ambiguity is in fact a decisive factor in how organizational
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members restore a shared sense of identity in various situations of identity ambiguity.
Second, conducting focused in-depth explorative studies for each of the practices
involved in identity drafting (e.g., importing image clues, projecting strengths, etc.),
either in single settings or simultaneously across multiple settings, would provide us
with a better understanding of the various micro-processes involved in these practices.
For example, it would be interesting to learn under which circumstances organizational
members adopt image clues provided by stakeholders and under which circumstances
they do not. Last but not least, assessing the occurrence of particular practices of
identity work across time could provide valuable insights into the temporal patterns
involved in identity construction. Time is a fundamental feature of social life and any
understanding of goings-on is incomplete if the temporal ordering of actors’ doings is

ignored.
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5. Discussion and Conclusion

We started this dissertation with the claim that we will make the case for the use of
Giddens’s (1976, 1979, 1984) theory of structuration in organization studies.
Giddens’s powerful socio-theoretical framework has not only contributed to the
resolution of dualisms within social theory, but has also inspired organization scholars
to reconcile disparate views in diverse topic areas, such as organizing (e.g., Ranson et
al., 1980), technology use in organizations (e.g., Orlikowski, 1992), organizational
discourse (e.g., Heracleous & Hendry, 2000), and organizational intelligence (e.g.,
Akgiin et al., 2007), to name a few. However, while the use of structuration theory to
explore organizational phenomena from a new, more integrative perspective holds
much promise, the development of structurationist accounts has remained the
preoccupation of a few. A primary reason for this is that, for scholars less proficient in
structuration theory, it has not only been difficult to ‘see’ the explanatory potential of
Giddens’s complex and comprehensive social theory, but also unclear how they can
use structuration theory’s broad array of concepts in theory building as well as in
conducting empirical research. While these issues are bound up with complex
philosophical questions related to the epistemological status of structuration theory, we
did not seek to formulate a philosophical companion to structuration theory, but rather
to provide some practical guidance for organization scholars interested in the use of
social theory in general and structuration theory in particular.

In this concluding section, we synthesize the key results from the three separate
papers presented herein, discuss our main contributions to existing research streams,
point to some limitations, and summarize some interesting future research avenues. To
avoid unnecessary redundancy in relation to the discussion and conclusion sections in
each of the three papers, we will address the main points and provide an overall

picture.

5.1 Summary and Synthesis

In the first paper, we assessed a sample of 17 articles related to different notions of

organizational intelligence that have drawn considerably on structuration theory’s rich

body of concepts. A brief review of the main research threads on organizational
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intelligence and the different uses of the term allowed us to grasp the breadth of issues
covered by the term ‘organizational intelligence.” To identify the structurationist
accounts relevant to this topic, we employed ISI Web of Knowledge’s Cited Reference
Search function to perform a broad citation search and analysis covering 12 journals
and 34 years (1976 to 2010), applied a set of filters (language, subject area, selected
journals), conducted an iterative keyword search, and manually reviewed every article
in the remaining sample to ensure that it (a) actually relates to the topic of
organizational intelligence in a broader sense and (b) in fact makes substantial use of
structuration theory. To structure our subsequent analysis and discussion, we grouped
the remaining articles regarding their primary notion of organizational intelligence
(e.g., information-processing, knowledge/knowing, learning, adaptation). To assess
how authors have made use of structuration theory in their accounts, we extracted from
Giddens’s comprehensive social theory 16 dimensions that we consider central (6
related to agency, 6 related to structure, and 4 related to reconciliation, i.e. the
interplay between agential and structural dimensions). In the main part of the paper,
we discussed each of the 17 articles in our final sample and assessed each article’s use
of structuration theory’s concepts by assigning a simple integer score, ranging from 0
to 3 for each of the 16 dimensions (where 0=no use; 1=marginal use; 2=considerable
use; 3=central to the account). Such an analytical approach allowed us to draw a
detailed map depicting how organizational intelligence scholars have employed
structuration theory in their accounts, in terms of both frequency and intensity. The
findings/scores from each paper were first aggregated according to the different
notions of organizational intelligence and, finally, compiled to assess the overall
frequency and intensity of use of structuration theory’s concepts. Our concluding
frequency-intensity comparison revealed that scholars have primarily adopted two of
Giddens’s concepts: structuration and duality of structure. Both concepts exhibited
high frequency and intensity scores. Less frequent but also highly intensive were the
uses of concepts such as routine (e.g., Howard-Grenville, 2005) or structures as sets of
rules and resources (e.g., Mengis & Eppler, 2008). In contrast, propositions such as
‘ontological security’ or the unintended consequences of action found little recognition
among organizational intelligence scholars. All in all, our ‘mapping’ of the use of
structuration theory in organizational intelligence research revealed that there are
ample research opportunities left to further advance the field.

In the second paper, we employed structuration theory to develop a practice-

based theory of foresight in organizations that transcends existing dualisms in
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foresight research, such as individual vs. organizational foresight, foresight as
activity/process vs. foresight as capability, and foresight vs. hindsight. We argued that
these dualisms are grounded in the field’s fragmentation and under-theorized status.
Furthermore, these dualisms resemble those in social theory that Giddens set out to
transcend. However, in order to employ structuration theory in our theory building
endeavor, we first had to clarify the role that abstract and general social theory can
play in theory development. We argued that social theory can basically be used either
as ‘sensitizing device’ in the formulation of Mertonian-type theories of the middle
range, or as ‘template’ to formulate what we called ‘substantiated theories’ through
disciplined theoretical reflection. In addition, we addressed some important questions
arising from the decision to use structuration theory as analytical or explanatory
framework. In the main part of the paper, we proposed a definition of foresight as
practice and applied the methodological propositions made in the previous part to
develop a new theory of foresight in organizations. We drew on Giddens’s
‘stratification model” of the actor and his analytical trisection of practices to explore
the personal-existential, socio-interactive, and structural-institutional dimensions of
foresight. The result is a theory that grasps foresight both at the level of meaning and
causality. In the paper’s final part, we then used our new theory to reconcile existing
dualisms in foresight research.

In the third paper, we explored how structuration theory can be applied in
empirical inquiries. To clarify this with an example, we conducted a 9-month
participant-observatory study of identity (re)construction performed by members of a
corporate venture. While previous research on identity construction in organizations
has recognized the issue of identity ambiguity (e.g., Corley & Gioia, 2004) and has
proposed sense-making (e.g., Weick, 1995), sense-giving (e.g., Gioia & Chittipeddi,
1991), and a ‘retreat’ into culture for cues (e.g., Ravasi & Schultz, 2006) as strategies
to resolve it, we argued that these managerial strategies may not be feasible in the case
of high identity ambiguity. High identity ambiguity may exist in cases of radical
identity disruption or in the absence of a shared past identity, for example, as is the
case in start-up companies. Our empirical study revealed that members of the venture
team engaged in several discernible practices to create, share, negotiate, and
institutionalize ‘identity drafts,” i.e. alternative, provisional, and future-oriented
blueprints of organizational self-conception. In the process, they transformed diffuse
identity ambiguity into a set of identity options that they could then discursively attend

to. To further analyze the routine doings of team members during identity drafting, we
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developed a simple typology of the practices we discovered and analyzed each one in
detail. However, interpreting the different practices involved in identity drafting from
a structuration perspective required that we designed our study in a way that it can
account for the corresponding requirements of such a perspective. To provide a solid
methodological basis, we thus reflected upon structuration theory’s status as a
‘research programme’ and presented a practical set of general rules for employing
Giddens’s social theory in empirical research projects.

If we look at the three papers from a general perspective, they address three
important questions concerning the use of structuration theory in organization
research: 1. How can organization scholars assess Giddens’s impact on their field of
study and discover unchartered territories? 2. How can organization theorists employ
structuration theory in theory development endeavors? 3. What does it entail if
organization researchers want to use structuration theory in empirical inquiries? Each
of the three papers addresses a different question. However, to stimulate interest in and
use of Giddens’s structuration theory among organization scholars, we did not overly
dwell on the complex philosophical questions that arise from the use of structuration
theory in organization research. Instead, we focused on providing some practical
guidance to make Giddens more accessible to a broader group of organization

scholars.

5.2 Contributions

As stated earlier and cognizable from the above summary, each of the three articles
seeks to contribute at the levels of topic as well as methodology.

Our first paper makes several contributions to research on organizational
intelligence. Our review of the different research threads and notions of organizational
intelligence briefly summarizes the variegated meaning of the concept and the breadth
of topics covered under the label of organizational intelligence. Such a broad view
allows other organizational intelligence scholars to locate their work in a broader
context. Second, our account is the first to assess the impact of structuration theory on
this field of study. While scholars have previously discussed the impact of
structuration theory on management research (e.g., Whittington, 1992), strategy
research (e.g., Pozzebon, 2004), or information systems research (e.g., Jones &

Karsten, 2008), nobody has done so with regard to the topic of organizational
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intelligence and its various notions, such as information-processing,
knowledge/knowing, learning, adaptation, sense-making, and foresight. Third, our
approach to assessing structuration theory’s impact is much more analytical. By
analytically distinguishing between 16 dimensions of structuration theory, our
assessment is clearly more detailed, allowing for the evaluation of different strategies
authors have used to put Giddens to work in their accounts and the identification of
unchartered territories.

Our second paper complements other practice-based theories, such as those in
the fields of strategy (e.g., Mintzberg, 1987; Hendry, 2000; Jarzabkowski, 2000, 2003,
2004; Whittington, 1996, 2002, 2003; Samra-Fredericks, 2003), sense-making (e.g.,
Weick, 1979), sense-giving (e.g., Gioia & Chittipeddi, 1991), and storytelling (e.g.,
Boje, 1995). It considerably extends earlier accounts that have approached the topic of
foresight from a ‘practice’ perspective (e.g., Slaughter, 1995; Schwandt & Gorman,
2004; Tsoukas & Hatch, 2001), which were fairly superficial. Further, our account
adds to the structurationist thread of organization research, which has addressed a
diversity of topics such as organizing (e.g., Ranson et al., 2004), communication (e.g.,
Yates & Orlikowski, 1992; Orlikowski & Yates, 1994), discourse (e.g., Heracleous &
Hendry, 2000), organizational knowing (e.g., Hargadon & Fanelli, 2002; Orlikowski,
2002; Godall & Roberts, 2003; Black et al., 2004; Mengis & Eppler, 2008), learning
(e.g., Berends et al, 2003; Bresnen et al., 2004), and adaptation (e.g., Staber & Sydow,
2002). Our account establishes the topic of foresight as an additional research thread
investigated from a structuration perspective. From a methodological perspective, this
article contributes to the theory building thread within organization studies (e.g.,
Whetten, 1989; Bacharach, 1989; Sutton & Staw, 1995; Weick, 1995a), as it provides
some general guidance regarding the use of social theory in formulating meso-level
theories of organizational phenomena.

Like our second paper, the third in the series contributes to the practice thread
of organization research and, at a more substantive level, to organizational identity
research. It offers a fresh perspective on ‘identity work’ in organizations, contrasting
with both the ‘reificationist’ (e.g., Albert & Whetten, 1985) and the narrative (e.g.,
Humphrey & Brown, 2002; Chreim, 2005; Brown, 2006) views of organizational
identity. Our practice-based account avoids not only the former’s shortcoming to
regard identity as something fixed, but also the latter’s overemphasis of the role of
power in discursive encounters. In addition, our newly introduced notion of ‘identity

drafting’ grasps how members of organizations transform diffuse identity ambiguity
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into provisional self-conception blueprints in situations of high identity ambiguity.
While previous research has concentrated on identity (re)construction by means of
managers’ engagement in sense-making (e.g., Weick, 1995b) and sense-giving (e.g.,
Gioia & Chittipeddi, 1991) in cases of low to moderate identity ambiguity, our
investigation focuses on the ‘extreme case’ where a shared sense of identity has not yet
been established. Since we investigate each of the different practices involved in
identity drafting, our empirical findings contribute to previous research on, for
example, the political practices in organizations (e.g., March & Olson, 1976), the
allocation of scarce resources (e.g., Burgelman, 1983), the enactment of hierarchical
authority (e.g., Mintzberg, 1973), and issue selling (e.g., Dutton et al., 2001). In
addition, our findings on the practice of ‘image importing’ support the view that
stakeholders play an important role in identity construction (e.g., Berg & Gagliardi,
1985; Gioia, 1998). Our analysis of ‘power plays’ complements accounts such as those
of Clegg (1994) as well as Humphrey and Brown (2002) on the role of power in
identity construction, although we do not conceive of identity construction as an
endless power game. At the methodological level, we make a contribution to the
broader discussion concerning structuration theory’s status as ‘research programme’
(e.g., Bryant, 1991) as well as the use of structuration theory in organization research
(e.g., Whittington, 1992; Pozzebon, 2004; Pozzebon & Pinsonneault, 2005).

5.3 Limitations

The three articles also have shortcomings. We will merely summarize them here, as
we have discussed them in considerable detail in each paper.

Our radically analytical approach to assessing structuration theory’s impact on
organizational intelligence research, presented in the first paper, tacitly assumes that
Giddens’s comprehensive theory can be analytically divided into 16 dimensions.
Although Giddens’s (1989) has advocated the selective use of his concepts, by
decomposing his highly integrated theory into a set of discrete dimensions that can
then be employed to ‘measure’ the impact of structuration theory on a particular
publication, this may suggest more objectivity than there in fact is. To arrive at
precisely 16 dimensions — no more, no less — is the outcome of our reading of
structuration theory. Had we considered other or a different number of aspects as being

central to Giddens’s theory, the outcome may have deviated from the findings we
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presented. Furthermore, while using discrete scores to ‘measure’ the use of
structuration theory in the publications assessed has simplified the task, it also assumes
that there is in fact a clear dividing line between, for example, the moderate and a
more substantive use of a particular aspect of structuration theory. However, there is
not. Each publication analyzed employs structuration theory and its concepts in a
unique way. At the topic level, one shortcoming may be that we have posited
organizational intelligence as an umbrella term for different topics such as learning,
knowledge, sense-making, information-processing, and so on. This disregards the fact
that scholars may not conceive of their study area (e.g., learning) as a part of
organizational intelligence.

The second paper’s primary limitation is that we had to retain much of the
complexity of structuration theory and use its language to reconcile existing dualisms
in foresight research. Organization scholars less proficient in social theory, and
structuration theory in particular, may find our account hard to comprehend, or even
confusing. If clarity and simplicity are regarded as quality criteria for theories, then
our account seems somewhat limited. In addition, as we have built our account solely
through disciplined theoretical reflection, our propositions are not empirically
validated. To argue that meso-level theories derived from social theories also retain
some of the latter’s empirical validity does not compensate for this shortcoming.
Further, our theory is relatively abstract and general as it does not take into account the
idiosyncrasies of particular organizations. By setting the boundaries very wide, we
jeopardize the plausibility and credibility of our account (Whetten, 1989). However,
the need for a high level of generality arose from the objective to resolve conceptual
dualisms in the field of organizational foresight. At the methodology level, our account
is subject to what we called ‘indeterminacy of specification,” in other words, our
translation of structuration theory into a theory of foresight in organizations could also
have been done differently. Other scholars may have built on other components of
structuration theory to formulate a theory of foresight, or they may have arrived at
different propositions, even if they used the same conceptual parts (e.g., the
stratification model of the actor). Finally, while our theory’s comprehensiveness and
complexity may already constitute a hurdle for organization scholars, this hurdle may
be even higher for practitioners. Although our findings may be very interesting and
valuable for managers looking to ‘manage’ foresight in their organization, our account

does not offer any practical advice as to how this can be done.
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The third paper’s limitations can be summarized as follows: Since our goal was to
explore the breadth of practices involved in identity drafting, the account lacks some
analytical depth in respect of each practice analyzed. For example, we did not analyze
potential within-practice variability, and our examples were primarily selected based
on their capacity to illustrate a specific point or proposition. Further, focusing on a
single empirical setting carries the risk that the findings are idiosyncratic to the case
presented. While the ‘extreme case’ presented is appropriate for exploring the newly
introduced notion of identity drafting, the findings may not be generalizable to other
settings. This is a general shortcoming related to single-setting studies (Yin, 2003) and
not specific to our account. Nevertheless, this study should be replicated in other
settings, ideally with varying degrees of identity ambiguity, to increase the validity of
our propositions. Regarding the methodology employed, we can identify two
additional limitations. First, while providing a handy set of rules for the use of
structuration theory in empirical inquiries may provide organization scholars with
some guidance, it simplifies the complexity involved in providing Giddens’s theory
with a sound philosophical companion. Especially social theorists and philosophers of
science may find our handling of this problem unsatisfactory. Second, using
participation observation as a primary means to collect data has its advantages, but
also its disadvantages. While it allowed us to get close to the doings of the actors
whose conduct we studied, the participatory part of our role may have transformed the
object of inquiry. Although we sought to control for this by presenting only exemplary
situations in which we were primarily observers, we cannot rule out that the practices
we identified and analyzed were somehow influenced by our conduct in the field.

With regard to the overall thesis, additional limitations arise from our decision
to deal with methodological issues directly within our accounts, rather than
formulating them separately. This approach required us to remain pragmatic and to
avoid getting too entangled in philosophical details. Thus, our methodological and
epistemological claims may considerably simplify the issue of using structuration
theory for theory building and empirical research. However, Giddens provided us with
the motivation to ‘resolve’ the topic in a pragmatic way when he states that it is not
necessary to conclusively resolve philosophical debates before initiating social
research (Giddens, 1984: xvii).

Another limitation results from our limited engagement with providing
practitioners with practical tools or solutions that they can employ to implement our

findings in their organizations. As it seems that this is a more general shortcoming of
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most practice-based accounts, we will address this in the following section on future

research avenues.

5.4  Future Research Avenues

In each of the three papers, we have pointed to interesting questions for future
research. Instead of simply reiterating them here, we want to provide a somewhat
broader picture as well as outline three major lines for future research.

First, scholars can pick up some of the research questions formulated in our
papers and thereby advance our work. They can build on our detailed map and
comments on the impact of structuration theory on organizational intelligence research
so as to explore yet unchartered territories. Additionally, scholars could validate our
theory of foresight in organizations by ‘testing’ our propositions in empirical settings.
Finally, organization scholars could further enhance our account of identity drafting by
elaborating each practice introduced in our typology or by validating our findings
through additional — ideally multiple-setting — investigations.

Second, while we have, in this thesis, chosen a pragmatic approach to
addressing issues of epistemology and methodology, the need to address and resolve
these issues at the philosophical level remains. Given that structuration theory has had
a lasting impact on many study areas (see Bryant, 1999), and given the considerable
amount of criticism Giddens received for not engaging in discussions on the
philosophical status of his theory (e.g., Bryant, 1992), it is surprising that none of his
critics or supporters have comprehensively dealt with these issues. However,
addressing the epistemological and methodological consequences of Giddens’s social
ontology is crucial to further establishing structuration theory as a viable alternative to
mainstream organization theorizing, as scholars will otherwise remain hesitant to
accept structuration theory as analytical framework. Due to the philosophical
complexity involved in these issues, organization scholars may in fact not be the right
persons to resolve them.

Third, future research should focus on developing practical tools for managers
that incorporate structuration theory’s reasoning. During our broad literature search for
our dissertation, we found only one article that claims to make a direct contribution to
the practical management of social practices from a structuration perspective: Mengis

and Eppler’s (2008) study of explicit conversation rules in organizations. Their study
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seeks to explore which explicit rules facilitate sense-making and social knowledge
processes in organizations. Knowledge about these rules, they propose, would allow
managers to ‘intervene’ in the conversational behavior of organizational members and
influence processes of knowledge sharing and building. However, while their study’s
goal is a laudable one, their account lacks the practicability and simplicity necessary
for tools to be applied by managers. However, providing managers with simple and
powerful tools to ‘manage’ their organizations as nets of fluid social practices could

spur a ‘market pull’ for more practice-oriented organization research.
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