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Introduction 
A central and distinctive feature of the mission of Strategic Organization is to publish ground breaking 

research at the intersection of the fields of strategic management and organization theory. It is therefore fitting 

that this, the journal‟s first thematic special issue on the topic “Institutional Complexity” reflects in microcosm 

the potential for convergence and mutual enrichment such an orientation implies (Durand, 2012; Oliver, 1991, 

1997; Suddaby, Seidl, & Lê, 2013). 

Specifically, the special issue draws on recent insights in institutional theory that organizations are 

often confronted with incompatible prescriptions from constituents holding multiple institutional logics. The 

“institutional complexity” (Greenwood, Raynard, Kodeih, Micelotta, & Lounsbury, 2011) that emerges from a 

multiplicity of conflicting demands generates ambivalence in interpreting these demands. The idea that 

organizations face multiple institutional prescriptions is not new (see for example, D'Aunno, Sutton, & Price, 

1991), but there has been a recent resurgence of interest in how organizations respond strategically to these 

demands (e.g., Pache & Santos, 2013; Raaijmakers, Vermeulen, Meeus, & Zietsma, 2015; Tracey, Phillips, & 

Jarvis, 2011). Our initial hope for this special issue was to advance our understanding of how organizations 

experience and respond to institutional complexity. 

Our call for papers received 51 submissions, out of which five articles and two essays appear in this 

issue. Table 1 provides a summary of the research questions, methods and contributions represented in this 

special issue. The empirical papers all differ in their use of research methods, including qualitative research, 

time series analysis and qualitative comparative analysis (QCA). The articles in this issue address a range of 

topics drawing on diverse conceptual backgrounds, including literature on hybrid organizations, paradox theory, 

strategic choice theory and organizational commitment. In this editorial we comment upon four themes that 

emerge from the papers included in this issue: the nature of institutional complexity, the challenge of responding 

to it, methodological implications, and avenues for future research. 

 
The nature of institutional complexity 

In recent years, there has been an increasing focus on the plurality of institutional influences that 

organizations face as they contemplate strategic decisions: it is no longer sufficient for firms to assume that only 

market performance need be considered, or that responsibilities for meeting particular demands can be neatly 

divided up into entirely separate spheres, sectors or domains. This focus has intensified partly because 

boundaries between firms, industries, public and private lives are fading (e.g., Ball, 2007; Yescombe, 2011) 

Scholars have framed this „plurality‟ in terms of influence from divergent “institutional logics” (Kraatz & 

Block, 2008; Thornton, Ocasio, & Lounsbury, 2012). It is suggested that “institutional complexity” (Greenwood 

et al., 2011) occurs when organizations experience these multiple pressures as incompatible albeit to a greater or 

lesser degree. 

Abstract: More and more issues such as climate change, corporate social responsibility, the global 

financial crisis, discontent with patterns of inequality, the uncovering of organizational wrongdoing and 

corruption cross traditionally disconnected social spheres, Prior work has predominantly used qualitative 

methods to identify and describe institutional complexity, with some exceptions involving experiments. The 

aspiration of this special issue is to contribute to understanding of institutional complexity and to offers 

guidance on how to move this understanding forward. 
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However, with the increasing number of studies on this phenomenon it is becoming important to 

provide a more detailed specification of what “institutional complexity” actually involves. Ocasio and 

Radoynovska‟s article in this issue offers a useful starting point, differentiating between pluralism (Kraatz & 

Block, 2008), which they argue describes a situation when an organization faces multiple, not necessarily 

incompatible, prescriptions because it operates in multiple institutional spheres, and complexity, which refers to 

the experience of “incompatible prescriptions from multiple logics” (Greenwood et al., 2011, p. 318), sometimes 

even from the same institutional spheres. Raynard‟s conceptual paper (this issue) goes further. She argues that 

three factors determine the nature of institutional complexity within a given domain: the incompatibility of the 

logics, the jurisdictional overlap of the logics, and the extent to which the prioritization of logics has not been 

settled. Raynard then identifies different configurations of these factors, labelling them “segregated”, 

“restrained”, “aligned” and “volatile” complexity, and postulates different ways of responding to each of them. 

Taking a different focus, Meyer and Höllerer (this issue) differentiate what they call intra-institutional 

complexity, that is, incompatible prescriptions coming from the same logic domain, vs. the more usual inter-

institutional complexity, which focuses on incompatible prescriptions arising from different logics. They focus 

on competing concepts of corporate governance in Indonesia, the corporatist and shared value frameworks 

respectively, which are each based in the market logic and yet differ in stakeholder expectations and logic 

prescriptions. 

Finally, the essay by Smith and Tracey (this issue) draws attention to a different and potentially 

complementary perspective for understanding competing demands: paradox theory. Smith and Tracey point out 

that a paradox perspective does not assume that competing demands come from outside the organization as in an 

institutional complexity perspective, but rather suggests that tensions are inherent to organizational systems, 

interdependent and therefore in some sense irreducible. As we see next, different assumptions about the nature 

of institutional complexity and competing demands may lead to different responses. 

 
Table 1.  Overview of Articles in the Special Issue. 

Anthors Last Name(s) Title and 

Method 

Research Question(s) Findings and Contributions 

Ocasio & Raydonovska: Strategy and 

Commitments to Institutional Logics: 

Organizational Heterogeneity in 

Business Models and Governance 

 

Conceptual article 

 

 

 

 

 

Raynard: Deconstructing complexity: 

Configurations of institutional 

complexity and structural hybridity 

 

Conceptual article 

 

Bertels & Lawrence: Organizational 

Responses to Institutional Complexity 

Stemming from Emerging Logics: The 

Role of Individuals 

 

Empirical study: Qualitative study in 

11 schools, 282 in-depth interviews in 

several rounds over 

2 years. 

 

(1) How does institutional 

pluralism affect heterogeneity in 

strategic choices over 

business models and governance 

strategies? 

(2) How do organizational 

experiences of institutional 

complexity lead to different 

strategic responses relative to these 

two elements? 

 

How can we understand 

differences in types of institutional 

complexity? What are the 

implications for hybrid organizing 

of different types of institutional 

complexity? 

 

1) What are the variations in 

organizational responses to 

institutional complexity 

stemming from newly emerging 

institutional logics? 

2) How do individuals in 

organizations affect the variation in 

organizational responses 

to institutional complexity 

Explains how pluralism leads 

to differentiated organizational 

commitments and how framing 

contradictions as incompatible or 

paradoxical implies 

differentiated outcomes with 

respect to business models and 

governance strategies. 

 

 

 

An analytical model in which 

four distinct configurations of 

institutional complexity and 

three factors that contribute to 

the experience of complexity are 

explained. 

 

 

Better understanding of the role 

of individuals in shaping 

the meanings and practices that 

will help define organizational 

responses and develops 

the concept of institutional 

biographies to conceptualize the 

relationship between individuals 
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Meyer & Höllerer: Laying a smoke 

screen: Ambiguity and neutralization as 

strategic responses to institutional 

complexity 

 

Empirical study: Longitudinal study of 

Austrian corporations (1990- 

2005), drawing on corporate 

annual reports, regression analysis. 

 

Misangyi: Institutional Complexity and 

the Meaning of Loose Coupling: 

Connecting Institutional Sayings and 

(Not) Doings 

 

Empirical study: Fuzzy-set QCA in 28 

business facilities adopting an 

environmental management system. 

Archival data and survey 

Smith & Tracey: Institutional 

Complexity and Paradox Theory 

Complementarities of Competing 

Demands 

 

Essay 

 

 

 

 

 

Reay & Jones: Qualitatively capturing 

institutional logics 

 

Essay 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

stemming from newly emerging 

institutional logics? 

 

How can corporations handle 

a situation of intra-institutional 

complexity? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Which, if any, of the multiple 

prevailing institutional logics 

in the field are instantiated by 

instances of (de)couplings? 

In what way can insights from 

institutional and paradox theory 

complement one another, 

generating richer 

and more diverse theorizing about 

competing demands and 

environmental complexity? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

How to analyze institutional logics 

based on qualitative data? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

and institutional logics. 

 

 

In institutionally complex 

situations, the concepts used 

by organizations are interlinked 

and coupled through multiwave 

diffusion. Organizations 

regularly respond to institutional 

complexity by resorting to 

discursive neutralization 

techniques and strategically 

producing ambiguity. 

 

Different systematic connections 

between the coupling and 

decoupling of EMS practices 

are explained. Decoupling of 

certain practices are pivotal to 

understanding the meaning of 

the program adoptions. 

 

Highlights underlying 

assumptions of institutional and 

paradox theory and 

suggest avenues for integration 

by looking at salience of 

competing demands, static and 

dynamic responses, real world 

experiences of tension and 

approaches to grand challenges. 

 

 

 

Identifies three techniques for 

capturing logics: pattern 

deducing, pattern matching, and 

pattern inducing. For each of 

these approaches, the ontological 

assumptions, methodological 

techniques, challenges, and 

benefits are explained.  

 

Responding to institutional complexity 
Navigating institutionally complex waters requires tradeoffs, negotiations (Zietsma & Lawrence, 

2010), distinctive capabilities (Jarzabkowski, Smets, Bednarek, Burke, & Spee, 2013; Li, Peng, & Macaulay, 

2013) and the careful balancing of resources, stakeholder interests and strategic responses in order to secure 

legitimacy from different sources while ensuring organizational performance and survival. It is this challenge of 

gaining acceptance and endorsement from fieldlevel proponents of the various logics in play that has been a 

particular preoccupation of recent studies. 

Several ideas concerning potential responses to complexity have been offered. For example, in 

fragmented fields, actors have more choice about which pressures they select for conformity (Quirke, 2013), and 

they may even be able to undermine dominant logics by drawing on alternative minority logics (Durand & 

Jourdan, 2012). Normative pressures may also be more easily ignored when the target of pressure is powerful 
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and otherwise legitimate (Dhalla & Oliver, 2013). When complexity results from interactions among diverse 

fields, responses may be focused on solving immediate problems in the moment, and actors may have flexibility 

in the logics they choose to enact (McPherson & Sauder, 2013; Smets, Morris, & Greenwood, 2012). Yet there 

also may be significant limits to that flexibility as constituents invested in other logics may be angered by 

changes in logic enactment (Toubiana & Zietsma, 2016). While institutional complexity may sometimes procure 

strategic advantages, it clearly poses strategic challenges as well. Our knowledge of when complexity enables 

flexibility and when it engenders conflicts and constraints is limited. 

Ocasio and Radoynovska (this issue) emphasize that the experience of institutional complexity is 

socially constructed, affected by individual, situational, organizational and field factors. Ocasio and 

Radoynovska (and Smith and Tracey, this issue) also point to differences in the experience of complexity when 

actors interpret it as paradox vs. contradiction. Paradox involves the persistence over time of interdependent, 

contradictory elements. While actors may structurally differentiate in order to avoid contradictions, the 

interpretation of contradictions as paradox may stimulate efforts to find integrative solutions to transcend 

institutional complexity. These two papers thus imply that organizations with different interpretations of a 

complex environment they share may respond quite differently, with some segregating institutional logics, and 

some blending them, leading to heterogeneous business models and strategies (Ocasio and Radoynovska, this 

issue). 

The Bertels and Lawrence study in this issue gives empirical credence to these arguments. Bertels and 

Lawrence emphasize the individual experiences of, and responses to institutional complexity in their cross-case 

analysis of 10 schools responding to pressures for aboriginal education in Canada. They identify institutional 

biographies as a key determinant of an actor‟s identification with a specific logic and their organization‟s 

response to complexity. While external surveillance triggered sensemaking among the schools, individuals who 

drew significantly on an emerging aboriginal distinctiveness logic, rather than primarily on a dominant 

multicultural logic, used influence, authority and coalition building with other school members to move their 

schools to take practical actions rooted in the aboriginal distinctiveness logic. Contributing to the inhabited 

institutions and institutional work perspectives, this study shows in detail how individuals matter in how 

organizations respond to complexity. 

The papers by Raynard, Meyer and Höllerer, and Misangyi focus more on the firm level. Raynard 

focuses specifically on the responses of hybrid organizations, developing propositions to describe how hybrids 

can respond to ease the experience of each type of institutional complexity. She then further describes the 

implications that different types of complexity may have on innovation and conflict. The conceptual apparatus 

that Raynard has developed promises to be quite useful in helping to differentiate among organizational fields 

and better understand the effects of field conditions on field members, particularly for hybrid organizations. 

Meyer and Höllerer focus on firm responses to intra-institutional complexity, finding that Indonesia 

firms managed competing prescriptions on corporate governance by the adoption of a second wave governance 

concept corporate social responsibility. Organizations that adopted a shareholder value perspective frequently 

also adopted ideas and practices of corporate social responsibility, which was sufficiently ambiguous to send 

multivocal signals, bridging the competing demands, and thus helping to neutralize institutional complexity. 

Misangyi (this issue) analyzes adoptions by firms of environmental management systems, and highlights the 

importance of understanding managers‟ intentions in doing so. He opens up our understanding of decoupling, 

normally considered a strategic behavior, by asserting that in complex environments we need to pay attention to 

what managers are both coupling with and decoupling from. He suggests that decoupling depends on the stance 

of the observer, and managers might be intentionally displaying one logic, rather than attempting strategically to 

decouple from another. Misangyi‟s results point again to the importance of managerial interpretation in complex 

environments, and provide a provocation to the standard assumptions of decoupling research. 

 

Methodological implications 
Prior work has predominantly used qualitative methods to identify and describe institutional 

complexity, with some exceptions involving experiments (Raaijmakers et al., 2015), and quantitative methods 

(Chandler, 2014; Greenwood, Díaz, Li, & Lorente, 2010; Meyer & Höllerer, 2010). In this special issue, authors 

use a variety of methods including QCA (Misangyi), quantitative approaches (Meyer and Höllerer), and 

qualitative approaches (Bertels and Lawrence). 

Reay and Jones (this volume) provide a very helpful set of ideas for identifying and documenting 

institutional logics, which are often taken as central to studies of complexity. By highlighting different ways by 
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which to identify and empirically capture „logics‟, this essay should be an important contribution to future work 

and help avoid any tendency towards unnecessary imprecision and/or undue conformity of approach. The essay 

reveals the variety of ontological assumptions that underlie efforts to capture what seems on the surface to be 

the same phenomenon (ranging from realist to interpretivist approaches), suggesting a need for further 

discussion on the nature of the concept it self, and the reciprocal influences between methods and theoretical 

understandings. The essay is also particularly engaging in part because many of the authors whose studies are 

reviewed were personally contacted to provide behind-the-scenes insight into the challenges experienced in 

developing the method and in convincing journal reviewers of its appropriateness. 

Misangyi‟s empirical paper (this issue) provides a very interesting complementary methodological 

contribution to that of Reay and Jones by showing how fuzzy set QCA methods can be mobilized to capture the 

multiple logics to which firms are responding through the mix of overlapping rationales that are being used to 

support their adoptions of environmental management systems. 

 

The Location and Type of Institutional Complexity 
One issue with institutional complexity that emerges from reading the papers within the special issue is 

the „location‟ of institutional complexity. Raynard locates complexity within the organizational fields 

surrounding hybrid organizations. But if this is the case, do we need to consider other sources of complexity 

than simply “logics”? For example, actor types and relationships or networks may be more or less complex, and 

field infrastructures may be more or less complex (Hinings, Logue, & Zietsma, forthcoming). Or is complexity 

something experienced by actors who span more than one field, rather than something that occurs within a 

particular field, as studies of hybrid organizations have often considered? Or does institutional complexity refer 

to societal level domains, such as the market domain to which Meyer and Höllerer refer? 

Additional thought needs to be put into location and levels of analysis, as all three of the above 

possibilities are somewhat different, and there are potential interactions. For example, Lounsbury‟s (2007) 

analysis of the Boston and New York banking fields locates logics within fields and communities, but points out 

their differences. Is this an example of intra-institutional complexity, because the market logic of banking is 

different, or is this the market logic impacted by local community logics, featuring inter-institutional 

complexity? Or is the separation of these domains evidence that there is no complexity just geographically 

differentiated logics? This work could also benefit from recent efforts to elaborate differences in the types and 

conditions of organizational fields and their implications for field dynamics (Zietsma, Groenewegen, Logue, & 

Hinings, forthcoming). 

Efforts to merge these streams of research are needed, as institutional complexity deals with 

complexity in logics, while a focus on fields also allows for complexity in structures and networks and considers 

types of fields, which may be more susceptible to specific types of complexity. 

 

Institutional Complexity and Hybrid Organizations 

As we have already noted, much research focuses upon „hybrid‟ organizations, which is natural since 

hybrid organizations by definition have to manage multiple logics (Battilana, Besharov, & Mitzinneck, 

forthcoming). As Ocasio and Radoynovska (this issue) note, nearly all organizations are hybrids to one extent or 

another. Is, therefore, institutional complexity ubiquitous? Has it always been so, even while scholarship has 

focused more on isomorphism, or has the nature of organizational fields and other social spheres changed over 

time, as Powell, Oberg, Korff, Oelberger and Kloos (forthcoming) contend? If institutional complexity now 

describes nearly all situations, more nuanced theoretical tools are likely needed to distinguish among types of 

complexity and their effects, and the papers by Raynard and Meyer and Höllerer in this issue lay the 

groundwork for  further  scholarship  that  should  capture  how  dynamics  differ  depending  on  types  of 

complexity. 

 

Institutional Complexity and Organization Design 

A related avenue for future research concerns organization design. Overcoming seemingly 

incompatible and competing requirements point toward a need for particular organizational structures 

(Greenwood, Hinings & Whetten, 2014; Kraatz & Block, 2008). Design not only drives the way strategies are 

formulated and how they are implemented, it is also the “heart of all organizational capabilities and capacities 

and underpins the ability of organizations to change and adapt” (Miller, Greenwood & Prakash, 2009: 274). As 

such, the way jobs are defined, related and coordinated at different levels in the organization becomes an 
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important area for study. There is a need to better specify the specific structural conditions for organizations to 

deal with institutional complexity at the level of the organization as a whole and at the individual level. Some 

work on institutional complexity has distinguished between structurally differentiated or compartmentalized 

hybrids, wherein different units or subsidiaries of an organization deal with different logics, and blended 

hybrids, wherein elements of different logics are selectively coupled, integrated or assimilated into one logic 

(Greenwood et al., 2011; Kraatz & Block, 2008; Pache & Santos, 2013; Skelcher & Smith, 2015; Zilber, 2002). 

Yet further work is needed in this area too. 

 

Institutional Complexity and Actor Interpretations 

Several papers in this special issue identify the importance of actors‟ interpretations in affecting 

organizational responses to institutional complexity (Bertels & Lawrence, Ocasio & Radoynovska, Misangyi). 

These interpretations determine how and whether logics are blended, whether actors will transcend 

contradictions or attempt to avoid them through differentiation. Interpretations, however, are not unconstrained, 

although the degree of constraint can vary. Some studies suggest that actors can use different logics flexibly 

(McPherson & Sauder, 2013; Smets et al., 2012; Smets, Jarzabkowski, Burke & Spee, 2015), whereas others 

suggests that actors are more bound by specific logics that make the use of other logics problematic (Battilana & 

Dorado, 2010). Friedland (forthcoming) argues that logics are built around a “substance” that is highly valued, 

and that those embedded in the logic prize that substance. They cannot, therefore, unproblematically shift from 

logic to logic, and will defend a logic they value (Wright, Zammuto, & Liesch, forthcoming), even within a 

hybrid organization. Embedded actors, in other words, will defend their values (Toubiana & Zietsma, 2016; 

Wright et al., forthcoming), and they may be convinced to change their practices if their values are reinterpreted 

(Vaccaro & Palazzo, 2015). Further investigation into actors‟ perceptions, the depth of their embeddedness in 

specific institutional logics, and the associated action capabilities, or the microfoundations of action, perception 

and commitments under institutional complexity, is warranted. 

 

Institutional Complexity and Strategic Management 

Although institutional complexity has attracted a good deal of interest from organization theorists, and 

although strategic management scholars have become increasingly interested in recognizing non-market 

concerns, Durand‟s (2012) call to better integrate ideas from institutional theory with strategic management 

scholarship remains weakly addressed in the field‟s main journals. It is clear from the papers in this special issue 

as well as other recent studies that institutional pressures have important implications for strategic management. 

The papers in this special issue move towards recognition of this need, in some cases more than others, with 

Ocasio and Radoynovska coming perhaps closest to adopting the language of strategic management in the 

development of their ideas about strategic complexity. There is room for much more cross-fertilization across 

these related domains, and this may require an openness towards hybridizing conceptual frames and theoretical 

vocabularies on both sides, something which is not always easy to achieve, but which seems important to move 

forward. 

 

Conclusion 
Institutional complexity is a burgeoning area of research in organization theory, with significant 

application within an increasingly interconnected society, and important implications for strategic organization 

more particularly. As more and more issues such as climate change, corporate social responsibility, the global 

financial crisis, discontent with patterns of inequality, the uncovering of organizational wrongdoing and 

corruption cross traditionally disconnected social spheres, the inter-mingling of institutional logics and the 

prescriptions they bring is inevitable. Hybrid organizations that successfully embrace multiple logics are seen as 

vehicles by which to address these challenges that “dwarf the capability of organizations hewing narrowly to 

one logic” (Jay, 2013, p. 137). However, few organizations can remain untouched by competing concerns and 

all need to position themselves strategically within the context they create or in which they find themselves. The 

aspiration of this special issue is to contribute to our understanding of institutional complexity and to offers 

guidance on how to move this understanding forward. Much remains to be done, but moving forward matters. 

Strategic Organization welcomes further scholarship that contributes to this endeavor. 
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