
 Towards a General Theory 
of the Field and  

Two Configurations of Space 

 

 
 

 
Mary Ann Glynn 
Boston College 
 
 

 
Field Configuring Events DFG |  Germany  |  October 2014   



Agenda  

Part I: 

ÅTowards a General Theory of the Institutional Field  
ïRaffaelli, Glynn & Strandgaard Pedersen (working paper) 

 

Part II: 

ÅTwo Configurations: The Constitution of Space 
ÅVirtual Space:  Tweeting How Boston Got Strong  

ïGlynn & Lockwood (working paper) 

ÅPhysical Space:  Geography of the Olympic Games  

ïGlynn, 2008 (JMS) 
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Part I:  
Towards a General Theory  

of the Institutional Field  

 

Ryan Raffaelli 
Harvard University 
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Boston College 
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Copenhagen Business School 
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Goals  

ÅThree decades ƘŀǾŜ ǇŀǎǎŜŘ ǎƛƴŎŜ 5ƛaŀƎƎƛƻ ŀƴŘ tƻǿŜƭƭΩǎ 
(1983) foundational work. 
 

ÅWe aim to:  
ï return to the historical origins of the field  

ï trace its theoretical evolution 

ïmine the extant literature for hidden assumptions 

ï revisit the notion of the field as both a theoretical construct and a level of 
empirical analysis. 

ïdiscuss its importance to future theory building 

ïmove toward a general theory ƻŦ ŀ άŦƛŜƭŘΦέ 

 

ïIƴ ǘƘŜ ōŜƎƛƴƴƛƴƎΧ 
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Before There Were Fields  

W. Richard Scott 
Professor Emeritus, Stanford University 

 

2012 AOM Symposium 



The Open System Perspective  

ÅArose in the late 1950s 

ÅInvaded organization studies soon thereafter 

ÅOpen systems capable of self-maintenance 
(survival) based on throughput of resources to 
and from the environment 

ÅFocused attention on the significance of 
environments  



Conceptualizing Organization 
Environments -- Steps along the Way  

ÅAbstract dimensions (homogeneity-
heterogeneity; munificence-scarcity) (Emery & Trist 

1965, Dill 1958, Thompson 1967) 

ÅLevels: 

      -Organizational populations (Hannan & Freeman 1977; 

Aldrich 1979) 

      -Organization sets (Blau & Scott 1962; Evan 1966) 

      -Interorganizational fields (Warren 1967) 

      -Institutional environments (Meyer & Rowan 1977) 



Theoretical Trajectories  

ÅFrom convergence/uniformity to divergence 

ÅFrom structure to agency  

      -from institutional structure to  

  institutional work 

ÅFrom stability/harmony to arenas of contention 

ÅIncreasing attention to cultural (symbolic) 
systems to balance focus on relational networks 

   



Advances from Field Conception  

ÅRecognizing that environments are not passive 
contexts, but collections of multiple types of 
actors 

ÅBroadening  the locus of agencyτmay be 
distributed throughout the field 

ÅIncreasingly coherent model of organization field 
allows us to vastly enhance the specificity and 
accuracy of our measures 

 



Advances (continued)  

 

 

ÅOrganization fields themselves have become an 
important topic of study, central to 
understanding organization and change in 
modern society 

 

ÅThanks, Dick! 

 



Theorizing the þfieldÿ  

 

 

ÁTƘŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ άŦƛŜƭŘέ ǿŀǎ ǇǊƛƳŀǊƛƭȅ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ set 
the boundaries for the empirical context in question 

ÁBut what triggers fields?  Field-configuring events  

 

ÁBut, the dynamics and mechanisms within the field 
were relatively unexplored 
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Variants of organization -based fields  
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The Institutional Field 

Institutional 
processes 
over time 

Institutional 
dimensions 

Theoretical Conceptualizations of the Field 

Field as an Empirical Unit of Analysis 



Four Variants of Fields  

Variant 
Organizing  
Principle 

Boundary  
Setting 

Dominant  
Logics 

Influential  
Articles 

 Market 
Exchange 

Market space for  
technology, product, 

service, etc.  

Recognized market 
actors (e.g., 

competitors, suppliers, 
distributors, etc.) 

Market Capitalism  
DiMaggio & Powell, 

1983 

Collective 
Cognition 

Shared meaning 
systems and common 

sensemaking 

Frequency and 
fatefulness of 
interaction 

Market Capitalism Scott, 1994 

Issue-Based 
Political issues, 

contested arenas  

Access to and influence 
in arenas of debate 

Democratic Hoffman, 1999 

 
Geographic 

Communities 
 

 

Spatial proximity Physical location Family 
Marquis, et al, 
forthcoming 
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Variants of organization -based fields that 
have received attention  
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Market 
Exchange 

Collective 
Cognition 

Issue-Based 
Geographic 
Community 

The Institutional Field 

Emergence & 
Change 

Maintenance 
& Stability 

Institutional 
dimensions 

Institutional 
processes 
over time 

Theoretical Conceptualizations of the Field 

Field as an Empirical Unit of Analysis 



Field Dynamics:  Three Mechanisms  

Variant 
Coordinating  
mechanism 

Stability  
mechanism  

Change  
mechanism 

 Market Exchange Economic exchange 
Isomorphism or compliance for 

the sake of  legitimacy  

-Peripheral actors 
-Ineffective isomorphic 

pressures 
-Recognition of new market 
actors or technologies that 

redefine boundaries 

Collective Cognition Organizational Interaction 
Institutional pillars (regulative, 
normative, cultural-cognitive) 

Change in interaction patterns, 
cognitive understandings, or 

structural arrangements 

Issue-Based 
Common interests, Opposition 

ǘƻ ƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘǎ 
Shared interests & agendas  Shifting power relations 

 
Geographic 

Communities 
 

Community building Co-location 
Re-districting and 
(trans)migration 
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Towards a general model of the 
institutional field  
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Market 
Exchange 

Collective 
Cognition 

Issue-Based 
Geographic 
Community 

The Institutional Field 

Emergence & 
Change 

Maintenance 
& Stability 

Institutional 
dimensions 

Coordination Mechanisms  

Stability Mechanisms  Change Mechanisms  

Institutional 
processes 
over time 

Theoretical Conceptualizations of the Field 

Field as an Empirical Unit of Analysis 



Towards a general model of the 
institutional field  

ÅTheoretical conceptualizations of the field:  
ï4 variants of the organizational field (market exchange, collective 

cognition, issues, geographic community)  

ïParticular coordinating mechanisms associated with each 
variant 

 

ÅEmpirical conceptualizations of the field: 

ïInstitutional processes of emergence & change, and 
maintenance and stability define and redefine the field over 
time 

ïA dynamic view of the field 

ïProcesses of stability & change are interrelated 
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Part II:  
 

Two Illustrations  
 

 

 

 

Field Configuring Events DFG |  Germany  |  October 2014   



Two Field Variants  

Variant 
Organizing  
Principle 

Boundary  
Setting 

Dominant  
Logics 

Influential  
Articles 

 Market 
Exchange 

Market space for  
technology, product, 

service, etc.  

Recognized market 
actors (e.g., 

competitors, suppliers, 
distributors, etc.) 

Market Capitalism  
DiMaggio & Powell, 

1983 

Collective 
Cognition 

Shared meaning 
systems and common 

sensemaking 

Frequency and 
fatefulness of 
interaction 

Market Capitalism Scott, 1994 

Issue-Based 
Political issues, 

contested arenas  

Access to and 
influence in 

arenas of debate 
Democratic Hoffman, 1999 

 
Geographic 

Communities 
 

 

Spatial proximity Physical location Family 
Marquis, et al, 
forthcoming 
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Two Variants of Field Configurations and 
The Constitution of Space as 

Virtual and Physical 
 

 
 Issue-Based Field in Virtual Space      

ÅTweeting How Boston Got Strong  
ïGlynn & Lockwood (working paper) 

 

 Geographic Field in Physical Space      
ÅGeography of the 1996 Atlanta Olympic Games  
ïGlynn, 2008 (JMS) 
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First Illustration  

 

 

 Issue-Based Field in Virtual Space      
ÅTweeting How Boston Got Strong  

ïGlynn & Lockwood (working paper) 
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Boston Strong  

ά¸ƻǳ ƴŜǾŜǊ ƪƴƻǿ Ƙƻǿ ǎǘǊƻƴƎ ȅƻǳ ŀǊŜ ǳƴǘƛƭ ōŜƛƴƎ ǎǘǊƻƴƎ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ 
only choice you haveΧέ 

(Tweet @NadineCrazyNice, April16, 2013) 

April 15, 2013 
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Boston Strong: Local and Global  

Å.ƻǎǘƻƴ {ǘǊƻƴƎέΥ  ŀƴǘƘŜƳ ŦƻǊ ǊŜŎƻǾŜǊȅ   

ïάŀ proud mix of resiliency and defiance, an 
attitude rooted in local cultureΧŀƴŘ ōŜŎŀƳŜ 
ƛƴǘŜǊǘǿƛƴŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ǎŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ ǊŜŎƻǾŜǊȅέ      

ï(Globe Editorial 6/18/13) 

 

ÅVoiced and diffused through social networking tools 

ïTwitter, a microblogging service used to send and 
receive short 140-character messages (called 
άǘǿŜŜǘǎέύ ƛƴ ǊŜŀƭ time 
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#BostonStrong  

ÅTop Tweets tagged #BostonStrong  

ï¢ƘƻǎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǊŜǎƻƴŀǘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ōǊƻŀŘƭȅΥ  ƘƛƎƘŜǎǘ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƻŦ άǊŜ-
ǘǿŜŜǘǎέ ŀƴŘ άŦŀǾƻǊƛǘŜǎέ  

ïCapture interactions and level of interest 

ïApril 15, 2013 (bombings) through April 30, 2014 
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