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Models of cognition and the definition of institutions
Abstract
This paper explores whether the importation of contemporary models of cognition into new
ingitutionalism will enable us to resolve some of the conflicts between “new” and “old”
theories of indtitutionaism. The paper assumes that inditutions, as socia objects, are sored
cognitively the sameway as physical objects Using Barsalou' s theory of framesand
Rosch’ stheory of categorization, this assumption makes it possible to develop rich cognitive
models of indtitutions that overcome many of the conflicts. However, this moddling exercise
a0 suggests strongly that socia practices become objectified much more rarely than is

assumed by the current literature.



Models of cognition and the definition of institutions
Theso-cdled “old” and “new” inditutiondists condtitute a central divison within the
organizationa verson of the inditutiona literature. Both seek to understand the way socidl
structure regulates behavior. The old indtitutiondists, drawing on authors such as Selznick
(1957), Bendix (1956), and Veblen (1934) claim that, when considering ingtitutions, we
should focus on explicitly materia factors, and on the detailed operations of particular
inditutions (eg. Stinchcombe 1997). The new indtitutionalists advocate a much more
cognitive orientation. Structure, they dam, resdes principdly in the mind of the socid
participant, and we should focus on the way those beliefs are created and diffused through
populations of participants (Barley and Tolbert 1997; Berger and Luckmann 1967;

Giddens 1984; Tolbert and Zucker 1997; Zucker 1991 (1977)).

Each sde has launched effective critiques of the other. Stinchcombe (1997), for ingtance,
arguesthat contemporary inditutiona theory isexcessively narrow in its conception of
indtitutions, because anarrow conception is easier to mathematize (and subject to large-
scae empiricd tests). Unfortunately, such narrow conceptions lead to an empiricism that
ignores the complexity of red life, and may substitute what is measurable for what is
meaningful. Stinchcombe' s argument suggests strongly that any moded of indtitutions must be
able to account for explicit materid factorsin its operation. Particularly, if we are going to
pursue a cognitive gpproach, such an approach must be able to account for the role of

power in ingtitutions.

Stinchcombe dlams that courts of law aitain their legitimacy through the use of ajedoudy

guarded judicid process as one of his three examples of materid, rather thansymbolic



sources of legitimacy (Stinchcombe 1997, pp.2-3). A new inditutiondist counter-critic
might point to the Australian Family Court in response. It isnot clear that the court’s
practices, while invoking high-quality judicid process, are legitimate to the people on whom
it acts. “The murders of ajudge and the wife of another judge, the bombings of the
Parramatta registry in the 1980s, death thregts to registrars, the murder-suicides by men
involved in cugtody disputes and demonstrations outside the court” (Milburn 1998), al seem
to indicate that a closdly guarded judicia processis not enough. Participantsin the
inditution must “buy-in” to it to accord it legitimecy. Theat is, a cognitive dement isaso
necessary. Similarly, tribund officers (essentidly judges) working for the Audraian Refugee
Tribund report that new immigrants facing the Tribunal act asif they have no red basison
which to respect that body. Claimants appear to understand neither what is going on, nor
the basis on which the tribunal makes its decisons. Ingtead, they act asif they are Smply
hoping that this coercive body is sympathetic to their cause (Kissane, pers. comm. 10 Nov
1998).2 To them, thetribunal is not an indiitution, just an ingtrument of force. Just as
Stinchcombe' s critique suggests that an ingtitutional model must account for explicit materid
factors, a counter- critique of Stinchcombe suggests that those materia factors must be
linked explicitly to particular cognitive processesin order to be legitimate and to become
indtitutionalised. The material and cognitive aspects of inditutions are not an either/or
proposition. People acted on by a court need a cognitive map that converts the court’s
mixture of ritud, coercion, and strategic action into alegitimate indtitution. As such, while
ingtitutions may well have amaterial basisto their action (Sewell 1992), they cannot be

wholly materid. Such a counter-critique also suggests that any cognitive modd of

Brendan Kissane sits on the Australian Refugee Tribunal.
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ingtitutions must be able to account for differences between socia groupsin the way they

understand and enact the indtitution of interest.

While the new indtitutionaists point to the centrality of cognition in their models of socid
Structure, the theorization of human cognitive processesin their modelsis surprisingly wesk.
In particular, while many contemporary theorists talk of areciproca interaction between
cognition and action, they are extremely vague when it comes to the “cognition” part of their
argument. Berger and Luckmann (1967) are probably the most specific. When they define
ingtitutions as “areciprocd typification of habituaized action by types of actors’ (p.72) they
flag the importance of categorization processes (hence the talk of typification and types) in
our understanding. Subseguent authors are much more vague about the underlying cognitive
processes. For example, Giddens (1984:377) argues that “gructure exigs only as memory
traces, the organic bas's of human knowledgesbility, and as ingantiated in action.” In the
sameven, Sewdl (1992), in his critique and synthesis of the work of Bourdieu and
Giddens, defines structure has having two parts, cognitive representations (schemas) and
materia resources. All of these authors appear happy to leave the “cognition” part of the

equation to the psychologists (see dso DiMaggio 1997; Mohr 1998).

In contrast, the central contention of this paper is that many (but not al) of the above
dispoutes and critiques can be reconciled by taking the psychologists and cognitive scientists
serioudy. Theam of this paper, then, isto see the extent to which the incorporation of
contemporary thinking in cognitive science into inditutiond theory can shed light on the
aboveissues. The argument will proceed in four stages. The next section presents Berger

and Luckmann’s original mode and discusses and critiques some subsequent elaborations



of it. From thiswill come a definition of indtitutions. The second section tekes a smple case
from the literature. 1t involves soldiers standing to attention before firing agun. It appears
to represent, and was claimed by its author to represent, ingtitutionalized behavior. On
closer examination, however, wée Il seethat thisis much less clear than it first appears. Our
andysis of thissmple case will point to the need to separate pragmatic knowledge (whichis
concerned with “things’) from symbolic knowledge (which is concerned with socid
relaions). Animplication of this separation will be that ingtitutiondization involves bringing
these two types of knowledge together by turning symbolic knowledge into pragmeatic
knowledge. Thefollowing two sections discuss these two types of knowledge. Pragmatic
knowledge is best understood using frame theory (Barsalou 1992b), while symbolic
knowledge requires amore open theoretical gpproach, such asis offered by sensemaking
theory, girategic choice theory, or post-modern theories of action. The mode of pragmatic
knowledge will enable usto develop a coherent mode of ingtitutions which can dedl
intelligently with phenomena such as the way power is enacted within ingtitutions, the way
different people enact the same ingtitution differently, and the way different indtitutions are
linked to each other. The modd of symbolic knowledge, on the other hand, will highlight the
difficulties of indtitutionaizing new practices, especidly in open sysems, such as
organisaions, and will, if nothing ese, show why the “new” and “old” inditutionalisms are so

far apart.

Contemporary models of institutions
The gtarting point for our discussion of ingtitutions will be Berger and Luckmann's(1967),
elaboration of the work of Schutz (1962). They suggested that ingtitutions could be

modelled as the cognitive representations of sets of routinized behaviors, as represented by



parties associated with those behaviors. More specificaly, they defined an inditution as“a
reciprocd typification of habitualized action by types of actors’ (p. 72). In essence, this
means that the process of indtitutiondization involves the routinization of sets of behavior, the
creation of categories to describ e the routinized behaviors, and through that process, the
crestion of categories to describe the various actors involved, with those categories or

actors referring to differences in categories of behavior (Tolbert and Zucker 1997).

Contemporary authors build on Berger and Luckmann in different ways, and it isimportant
to critique them. First, some authors, Smilar to Berger and Luckmann’s origina formulation,
define inditutions as a st of routinized behaviors that are encoded cognitively (eg. Barley
and Tolbert 1997; Jepperson 1991). That is, they argue that the behavior must be
repested through time. While Barley and Tolbert believe that we should treet people as
reflexive agents (and therefore argue for recogni zable rather than routinized behavior, as
would Giddens), they propose a research methodology which makes a contrary assumption.
Since their argument for encoding is the least deterministic of authors arguing for an
essentidly determinigtic podtion (ie. cognition determines behavior), an effective critique of it
isdso acritique of others. Therefore, I'll condder it in depth. Having Stated initidly thet
their gpproach is drictly Giddensian, they move to the empirica question of studying
inditutiondizetion. They say:

“With regard to day-to-day interactions, it is useful to think of inditutions as being

enacted through scripts (Barley 1986) ... [where] scripts are observable recurrent
activities and patterns of interaction characteristic of a given stting...

“The notion of a script usefully substitutes for Giddens' more abstract notion of
modalities because scripts can be empirically identified, regardless of the type of
actor or leve of andyssin which aresearcher isinterested.” (pp. 97-98) (emphasis
added)



They then propose that we study indtitutiondization by studying the way these scripts vary
over time. That is, in congtructing their empirical program, Barley and Tolbert take two
steps away from Giddens' origind formulation. Firdt, rather than focus on the indtitutions
(cognitions) themsdlves, they suggest we should focus on the way they are enacted.
Second, in asfar as we examine the behaviors, only the recurrent, patterned, and
observable parts should contribute towards our definition. This has proved to be avery
successful gpproximation for some empirica sudies(eg. Barley 1986). The problem with
this approach is thet it removes al measurement of meaning from the empiricd program. In
so doing, it introduces the possibility that people s behavior doesn't reflect their thinking at
al, but either represents complete cognitive disengagement or mindlessness (Langer 1989),
or it represents a de-coupling of cognition and action (s we will see when we discuss the
gunners below). That is, if we assume, either for methodologicd smplicity or for theoretica
reasonsthat it is sufficient to equate indtitutions with routinized behavior, we bring to life
Stinchcombe' s critique of the “new” ingtitutionaism, namely that reseerchers are Smply

capturing empty meaningless routinized behaviors.

To seethis, imagine conducting a comparative study of courtsin the U.S., Canada,
Audrdia, New Zedland, and England. To anaive observer -- a firg-time witness, or a
researcher gtting in the back row -- ahuge amount is going on. There are people in black
robes, some with wigs, some without. There are policemen. People tak and behavein
particular ways and in particular orders. These are the regularized, scripted, behaviors thet a
researcher following Barley and Tolbert's methodologica advice would see. These
behaviors would differ between the five countries, and probably between courts in those

countries. Unfortunately, they are just rituals that comprise one part of theingtitution, and in



many ways, the least important. Such a study would tell us very little about the important
differences between the ingtitution of the courtsin the five countries (see dso Stinchcombe
1997). For the barristers, solicitors, judges, and court officers, al theserituds are
background. They probably don’t even notice the rituds unless they are violated in
particular ways. By definition, as professondls, their job isto create variation as much asit
isto conform. Assuch, little or none of their important behavior is reproduced through time,
They are paid to operate creatively against that background to cregte the outcomes they
desre. Thismeansthat the important things that go on in the court — the enactment of
schemas of law and evidence, the bringing into play of resources (observable possibly by
counting the number of lawyers on each side and the price of their clothes) and the
judgements — are not legitimated in the routines of the court’s operations, but in the

exceptions and variions.

This same problem can be seen esawherein the indtitutiond literature. Consider, for
example, Hoffman's (1997) study of the adoption of Vice Presdents offices for Hedlth,
Safety and Environment by corporaionsin the il and chemica indudtries. In asfar asthey
are dmilar, heis pointing clearly to mimetic and normative isomorphism as predicted by
DiMaggio and Powell (1983). The problem is, they are not smilar. The partsthat are
amilar - the name of the office- tells you nothing about what goes oningde. At one paint in
the early 1990's, AT& T had such a Vice-Presdent, and his entire staff conssted of haf a
secretary. In other firms, at the same time, such a position attracted enormous operationa
respongibilities. In some firms, these Vice Presdents have power, while in others they do
not. In some firmsthey enact aritua which is about following fads about appropriate

organizationd forms(Abrahamson 1991; Meyer and Rowan 1977), whilein othersthey



enact the firm’s solution to its environmenta problems. Vacuous rituas and strategicaly

important practices become empiricdly indistinguisheble.

A second set of authors argues that indtitutions are both a st of cognitive representations
and the behaviorsthey generate (eg. Friedland and Alford 1991). Thisisnot tenable
because these authors assume a sngularity of structure/action loops, rether than a
multiplicity. That is, people have a choice of multiple schemas to enact when subject to a
given gimulus (Sewell 1992), people can enact multiple behaviors from a given schema
(Barsalou 1992a), and people can subject agiven behavior to multiple interpretations
(Nisbett and Ross 1980). If, empiricdly, we reduce multiple behaviorsinteracting with
multiple structures to single structure/behavior loops, we risk, once again, driving meaning

out of our inditutions.

Finaly, some subsequent authors (eg. Bourdieu 1977; Giddens 1984; Sewell 1992) do
not require that the behaviors be reproduced, but only that the cognitive representations be
reproduced and the behaviors correspond to the cognition. In other words, the behavior
need not be routinized, but Smply recognizable to reflexive agents. That is, on seeing a
particular behavior, the actor attaches it to a given category of behaviors. This position will

be adopted here.

In summary, in the above paragraphs, | have presented arguments for defining inditutions as
both cognitions and behaviors, as cognitions that produce routinized behaviors as cognitions
that produce recognizable behaviors, and, earlier in the paper, as something much more

materiad. Of these, only oneis not susceptible to critique. As such, consistent with authors
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such as Giddens, Sewell, and Bourdieu, | argue that ingtitutions are socid structures that
regulate behavior. They exist as cognitive representations that are used to generate actions.

Those actions, in turn, serve to re-generate the cognitive representations.

An example of institutionalized behavior

In this section, | will argue that when peaple act, they enact two types of knowledge. One,
which | will label pragmatic knowledge, comprises the meanings they ascribe to the
behaviors they enact, and the objects on which they act, in and of themselves. The other,
which | will label symbolic knowledge, comprises the meanings they infer about their socia
Stuation as areault of acting. Inditutiondization involves both the creating and coupling of
these two representations, so that symbolic knowledge is converted to pragmatic

knowledge.

Consder afamous example from the inditutiond literature In“Gunfireat seac A case study
of innovation.” Morison (1997 (1966)) writes of aWorld War 11 time-and-motion specidist
who was commissioned to improve the effectiveness of gunners operating artillery drawn
behind trucks. The specidist could not understand why the soldiers stood to attention for a
full three seconds before discharging their guns-- until he was told they were “holding the
horses’ (aleft-over behavior from the days when the guns were drawn by horseswhich

would bolt when the gun was discharged).

The behavior was dearly indtitutionaized in that it was sufficient for one person to tell
another that thisis smply how things are done (Zucker 1991 (1977)) for it to be done. The
relevant inditution was the military hierarchy. The case crestes atheoretica conundrum

however. The central claim of the theory isthat thereisareciproca interaction between
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cognition and action. But, how does that happen here? The outcomes of the organization,
in this case standing to attention, bear no obvious resemblance to the ingtitution or its
reproduction. It isvery hard for this author to see how, by standing to attention when it isn't
necessary, Soldiers are enacting schemas about hierarchy. The likely little picture in their

heads is unlikely to have much to do with indtitutiona reproduction. 3

Their interpretation of thet little picture is another story. What makes these cases interesting
isthat it is easy to decouple the pragmatic and symbolic eenents of the practice. That is,
pragméticaly, and standing outsde the system, standing to attention is not globaly retiond.
A pragmétic explanation won't suffice. We can’'t come up with away of understanding the
actions, internd to the system, whichmakes sense. To explain the behavior, we might

invoke one of the following three scenarios.

Thefirgt posshility isthat the soldiers believe the practices aren’t sensible, but choose to
comply anyway. They may fear sanctions, or may not particularly want to be efficient, or
may be enacting aform of resstance known as “flanndling” (Bailey 1993) where they carry
out the activities with such enthusiasm that they bring the organisation to its knees. We

could insert many types of ironic action here if wewished. In this case, we would say, in

* Thesame argument could be mounted using Zucker’s(1991 (1977)) famous experiment in which she

asked subjectsto estimate the length of aline projected on the wall of adarkened room. Inreality,
there was no line, but just asingle point. Theillusion of the line was created within the eye by the
autokinetic effect (Sherif 1935). Zucker used an informant to persuade her initial subjectsto believe
that the line was longer than would be expected, given results from her control group. Shethen
measured the extent to which these estimates decayed between subjects (as successive pairs of
subjects estimated line length together) and through time (by having subjects repeat the experiment
aweek later). Shefound that line length estimates were more stable when subjects believed they
werein aformal organization. Zucker created the independent variable by telling subjects which
condition they werein, and by scripting certain behaviors consistent with the subjects’ prior
beliefs of what that experimental condition entailed. For instance, in the “office” condition,

12



contrast with Morison’s assartion, that inditutionaization is low, snce it would be extremely
easy to change the behaviors (Jepperson 1991). The new behaviors would need to be
explained, and some proceduralized knowledge would need to be unlearned and relearned.
In this case, the relevant cognition and action are decoupled, and so thereis no cognition to

be modelled.

The second possibility isthat the soldiers believe the practices are not sensible, but choose
to enact the routines anyway because they believe the officers have access to a bigger
picture that they can’t comprehend. That bigger picture inverts the logic of the Stuation.
Therefore, in the face of bounded rationdity, they trust. Other examples of this sort of
behavior include companies strategic use of mimetic isomorphism, (ie. just because this
behavior seems crazy, there are other processes (eg. herding) which make it sensible, even
though managers carit see them). Bdieving you are stupid adso fdlsinto this category. In
such asystem, the soldiers focus on carrying out the behaviors involves proceduraizing
their knowledge as much as possible by turning it into skills. That is, they try to learn the
behaviors so well that they disappear from consciousness. In terms of their pragmétic

knowledge, the behaviors might as well be mindless (Langer 1989). If they are mindless,

subjects were cued that behaviors persist in organizations, were given job titles, were addressed in
terms of numbersinstead of names, and were taught roles associated with those titles.

The cognitive scientists differentiate semantic knowledge (generalized knowledge of the world)
from episodic knowledge (memories of particular events and instances) and proceduralized
knowledge (See Barsalou 1992ap. 128). Proceduralized knowledge involves small behavioral
routines which are learned to achieve particular behavioral outcomes. Examplesinclude
automatically understanding the meanings of words without having to retrieve their definitions,
recognising particular voices without having to work out whose they are, depressing the clutch
when changing gears without consciously deciding to do so, tying one’s shoes, and so forth. We
would expect that soldiers might take some time to stop themselves from standing to attention
because the behavior has become encoded as proceduralized knowledge, much as it would take the
reader sometimeto learn anew keyboard layout on their computer. (See Barsalou 1992a pp.68-73,

13



then people can turn off their brains, and so we cannot talk about reciprocation between
cognition and action in any useful way. Rather, the cognition they are enacting has

something to do with trugt.

Thethird possibility isthat the soldiers suspect the procedure, but they believe their interest
is less important than their superior’s or the collective interest. That is, they have been
socidized to conform.  Alternatively, they may believe the commander has sufficient power
to be able to shape the future, so it is worth their while to subsume their interests to the
commander’s. In this case, the structure they are enacting is the compliance structure of the

military, and their own disempowerment within it.

While indtitutiondlization is low in the first case, there are two ways of looking at the latter
two. Thefirg isthat the soldiers have taken leave of their senses and have adopted a
“forma” rationdity instead of a“practicd” rationdity (after Weber)(see Scott 1992). In so
doing, they have chasen to decouple the symbolic meaning of their actions from the
pragmatic consequences. Theresult isthat it does't actualy matter what the rituaized
behavior is. All that mattersisthat they enact the behavior in accordance with the symbolic
order. Alternatively, rather than seeing the behavior as mindless, we can smply éttribute a
different size to the domain of retiondity. In the latter two cases, the domain of rationality
has smply contracted. People pick aboundary for their rationdity, and act rationaly within
that boundary. They then congtruct their identity around that boundary (or are socidized to

do s0). The definition of “rationa” behavior changes with the sze of the boundary. Smal-

149-150). For amoreradical differentiation of proceduralized from semantic knowledge, see Cytowic
(1993).
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minded people are happy with smal boundaries and so are good a complying. Broad-
minded people see larger boundaries, and so hate to comply. If thisisthe case, the belief

that is being enacted is a belief about the appropriate size of the system to be considered.

Whatever interpretation one chooses, however, the latter two cases paint out clearly that
there are two types of understanding. People have understandings about the pragmatic stuff
with which they are deding. The soldiers recognise the gun in a particular way, they
understand why they are doing things in another way, and they have particular
understandings of the people around them and their capabilities. These pragmatic
understandings can dl be evauated against the nomina objectives of the organization. Itis
very clear what is going on within this pragmatic world, but it might be hard to make sense
of it, particularly if that world is open to alarger world that defines things differently. People
aso have understandings about the symbolic world of their socid relations. These socid
relations motivate them to adt on the pragmatic world. If those socid relations take on the
object-like characteritics of the pragmatic world (Zucker 1991 (1977)) and those object
like characteridtics are congruent with that pragmetic world, then the socid rlaionsare
indtitutionalized. In the next section, we discuss the pragmatic world, with aview to
understanding both how people congtruct the objects that are embedded within ingtitutions,
and to understanding what a fully-inditutionalized ingtitution might look like. Inthefina
section, we consder the symbolic world, and its radicd difference from the pragmatic

world.
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The pragmatic world

Themodd of the pragmatic world builds on an assumption in the ingtitutiond literature that
an indtitution isa soda object (eg. Jepperson 1991). We must make two fundamenta
choices about the models of cognition we use to model these objects. First, we must select
aleve of andyss. Do we focus on neurologica models (limbic system-driven vs. cortex-
driven behavior), neuro- physiologica modes (eg. models of syngpses and ion channels),
abgtractions of neurophysiology (e.g. connectionist models), models of unconscious
cognition (e.g. models of schemas, scripts and other cognitive structures), or models of
conscious cognition and behavior? Second, we must select an epistemological orientation
that links our selected level of andyssto the levels above and below. In this case, the
choice is between embodied models (which assume that the relevant cognitive structures are
derived fundamentaly from experience) and disembodied mode's (which assume that they

come from innate physiologica processes).

Thefirg choiceisreatively sraightforward. We are most interested in understanding the
relationship between cognition and behavior. Since 95% of cognition is unconscious
(Lakoff and Johnson 1999), we should look at that level. The second choice is much more
difficult Snce some cognitive processes are clearly innate (such as perception of primary
colors, regponses to movement, perception of lines and planes (Hube and Wiesd 1959),
and hearing in terms of pitch and volume). Other phenomena, on the other hand, point
towards embodied thinking. In particular, dl visud, linguidtic, and aurd cognition (if not dl
cognition) appearsto involve the use of categories. The fact that al categories are graded
(e.g. aschool chair is abetter example of a chair than a bean bag) and not al categories

have clear boundaies (e.g. there is no exact boundary between blue and green) is taken by
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some scientists as clear evidence for embodied thinking (Clark 1998; Lakoff 1987; Lakoff
and Johnson 1999; Vardlaand others 1991), rather than disembodied approaches
(Chomsky 1965; Searle 1995). Aswell ashaving stronger empirical support, embodied
models make much more sense for a branch of theory that presumes understanding is

socidly-congtructed. They will be adopted here.

Barsdou's (1992b) frame model appears to be a satisfactory model of cognition for our
purposes. It can be integrated well with connectionist models at the next level down (Clark
1993). It can explain behaviord anomdies a the next leve up, such asthe findings of
prospect theory (Tversky and Kahneman 1981) and the fact that grading within categories
is not necessaxily stable (Barsalou 1987). It isparsmonious. It can explain the behavior of
ad- hoc categories (eg. things to take when vigiting my aunt in a country hospitd) (Barsalou
1983), and can explain the fact that grading occurs outside categories (eg. blue isaworse
example of red than orange). Competing approaches such as feature lis modds (eg.
McCloskey and Glucksberg 1979; Tversky 1977) cannot pass these tests. Most
important for our purposes, it can generate a number of empiricaly verifiable emergent
phenomena such as prototypes (the best exemplar of a category), taxonomies of categories,
category boundaries, and the idea of abasic level. These will become centrd to our
definition of indtitutions. Furthermore, if we combine it with Lakoff and Johnson’swork on
embodiment and metgphor (Johnson 1987; Lakoff 1987; Lakoff and Johnson 1980;
Lakoff and Johnson 1999), we can explain the relationship between categories that are not
clearly related (eg. between alawyer’ s speech in a courtroom and a professor’s lecturein a
lecture theatre) and hence gtart to explain the cognitive aspects of legitimacy and start to

incorporate power into cognitive models.
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Barsdou's basic assartion is that al phenomena are represented cognitively as frames. A
frame contains a set of attributes. Each attribute has one of a number of dternative values.
For example, a courtroom’s attributes include judge, court officers, aroom, counsd,
litigants, witnesses, an audience, and ajury (figure 1). Attributes teke on values. For
example, “audience’ can take on vaues of big or smdl. Alternatively, attributes can act as
frames, which have further attributes. So, for example the attribute “judge’ is aframe with
attributes of number, and dress. Dress can take on vaues of forma or informal, but formal
and informd dress are dso frames, each with their own attributes and vaues. Similarly, the
room has attributes of size, formality, and so forth. With the exception of some particular
vaues which are assumed to be hard-wired (eg. primary colors, pitch and volume of sound,
etc.) dl attributes and values are frames which are capable of being decomposed further, ad
infinitum. Similarly, individud attributes and values can appear in multiple frames. So, for

ingtance, forma dressis an attribute of judges, lawyers, debutantes, and opera goers.

These sets of attributes and vaues are congtrained in two ways. Firdt, there are vaue
congtraints. The set of values that attributes can take is congtrained by the valuesthat other
attributes take. So, for example, in the U.S., when judgeis constrained to a number of nine
and dress of formal, the room is constrained to large, and the architecture to formal.

Second, there are attribute constraints, which determine the attribute combinations that can

exigin aframe. For example, in courts where there are no witnesses, there can be no jury.

By assigning vaues and attributes to the frame, and by respecting attribute and vaue
condraints, it is possible to generate dl the various instances of the frame. For example,

while we generated the full bench of the U.S. Supreme Court above, an adminigtrative
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tribunal might have one judge, informal clothes, aroom with smple architecture, and no jury

(figures 1b, 1c, 1d).

Thefind piece of themode isprovided by Lakoff and Johnson’s work on metaphors
(Johnson 1987; Lakoff 1987; Lakoff and Johnson 1980; Lakoff and Johnson 1999).
They argue that many of the relationships we congtruct in our lives are metgphorsto
particular schemas learnt aspart of our very early childhood experiences. The*container”
schema, for instance, defines the basic distinction between “in” and “out”. Johnson (1987)
argues that we experience our bodies as a container, as well as occupying containers the
wholetime. A court isacontainer. The “part-whol€” schema points out that wholes are
meade up of parts (in this case, room, judge, advocates, officers, litigants, etc). The*link”
schemaindicates that some parts are joined to others. The judge and the lawvyers are linked
to particular socid classes, interests, ways of knowing, and sources of power outside the
courtroom. The “center- periphery” schema comes from our bodily experience of atrunk
and limbs. Similarly, judges and plaintiffs are centrd to a court, while court reporters are
peripherd. The “source-path-god” schemaindicatesthat dl our objectives (and many of
our processes) are represented as spatia destinations at the end of a path. So, the court
follows due process until it reaches a point where the jury can decide. Other important
kinaesthetic image schemas include the “up-down” schema, a “front-back” schema, and a

“linear order” schema®

* The argument presented here can be differentiated from a post-modern argument, which would
argue against naturalistic categories, or an approach which centersthe body. Aswill be clear by
the end of this paper, these two positions occupy opposite ends of a spectrum.
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We can fold their argument into Barsalou' s by inferring that the frames themsalves, and the
rel ationghips between the attributes in the frames, are dictated by metaphorsto these
schemas. That is, not only will the attributes and their relationships be congtrained by the
logic of the metgphors, but any culturd (or physiologica for that matter) preudices towards
particular schemas will manifest themsdvesin metaphor choice. For example, if weseea
court as a container, its contents include a judge, jury, architecture, etc. If, on the other
hand, we were to decide that a court is a conduit: a place where gpplicants go in one end
and get spat out the other -- as many refugees undoubtedly see arefugee tribund -- we
would generate a completdly different set of attributes and different vaues for those
atributes. We might place much more emphasis on judicid process, for instance. Judicia
process is't incorporated into “Court” though a part-whole schema, as it would need to be
if acourt were a container, but rather through a source-path-god schema. Itisan empirical
question as to which sub-culturd groups are more likely to enact the container over the

conduit.

Each of these attributes and vaues, however, because they exist in other frames, or because
of explicit link schemas, makes a reference to those other frames® Such alink appears,
linguistically, as a metonymy, which can be defined as a part standing for the whole (Lakoff
1987) and may involve something concrete standing for something abstract. For example,
“the crown” gtands for the entire ingtitution of government and royaty. This metonymy can

draw pardlels between indtitutions. Theforma clothes of ajudge, while radicaly different

Cytowic (1993) takes the argument one stage further. He argues that because certain signals share
channelsin thelimbic system in the brain, similar parallels occur across the senses, not just
concepts.
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from the formal clothes of a debutante, have aspects of their frame in common. The manner
of address of the various participantsis linked to the manner of other socid actorswith
smilar dasses and roles (eg. politicians, physcians, universty lecturers, etc.). It isthrough
these linkages that power and legitimeacy is transferred from one indtitution to another. For
example, the state rests its case, rather than the prosecution. In so doing, the prosecution
invokes both everything that is legitimate about the state, and the power of the state. That
is, the prosecution is not just an intelligent agent of the state but dso represents its power
and legitimacy. In much the same way, the wigs and robes of the judges and barristers
stand for the history of the courts, going back hundreds of years, and al the power and
legitimacy that represents (Y ablon 1995). Frame andlyss endbles usto infuse inditutions

with power.

Like metaphor, metonymy is a vehicle by which inditutions go from being closed to open
cognitive systems. Once a cognitive system is open, we cannot Smply talk about a
reciprocal interaction between cognition and action. We have to start seeing actions as
interacting with entire networks of meaning. The forma behavior of thejudgeislinked to
the forma behavior of the debutante. As debutante' s balls go in and out of fashion, the
meening of formd judicia garb changes. Similarly, the power of the judge rises and fals

with the status of the profession and the legitimacy of the Sate.

In addition to drawing pardlds between frames, metonymy is dso used to distinguish one
frame from ancther. Metonymy can be used to de-emphasize particular metaphors.
Consider, for ingtance, the difference between courts and tribunds. Nominaly, the only

difference is that atribund may only rule on narrow areas of law (eg. the Austraian
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Adminigrative Appedls Tribuna rules on adminidtrative law, the Ant-discrimination Tribunal
rules on equd opportunity law, the Refugee tribund rules on immigration law, etc.). When
they were created, in Audrdiain any case, ther architects were very mindful of the
metaphors which were, and which were not, carried across from the prototypical
courtroom. That is, the difference between a court and atribuna is both practica and
symboalic, and those subgtantive differences enact the symbalic differences. Hierarchy and
formality were radicaly de-emphasized, for ingtance by using flat rooms and the judges and
lawyers wearing street clothing. Similarly, when the Audtrdlian Family Court was st up, it
was to be less of a prototypical court than the Federd Court. 1t would de emphasize the
traditional process: and evidence-based metephor of justice in favour of a more emationdly

satisfying one. Consequently, judges and barristers didn’t wear robes and wigs.

Each of the aspects discussed above -- the nature of the frame, the attributes within it, the
vauesthey can take, the congtraints on the attributes and va ues, the relationships between
the frames, attributes, and values, the nature of the relationship between these various
elements and other framesin society -- is contestable. The symbolic intent is one thing,
while the particular interpretation is another.  When the Victorian Accident Compensation
Tribund (which ruled, among other things on workplace accidents) came under attack from
anewly eected consavative ate government intent on indudtria “reform”, one of the
judges first responses was to don robes and wigs. Forma clothing went from standing for
formdlity to standing for legitimacy. Similarly, when Family Court judges and lawyers
started to receive death threats and | etter bombs, the ceremonia garb went back on amost
immediatdly. In part, thiswas to provide camouflage, snce they looked different in civilian

clothes. In large measure, however, it was to emphasize their authority and legitimacy, and
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to intimidate would - be ns. Aswith the Accident Compensation Tribund, the frame

gets recongtructed in the light of ongoing events.

Jugt as different groups might contest a given meaning for aframe, we should expect
different sub-cultures (Schein 1990) to construct different frames from the same materia
phenomenon (Kay and Kempton 1984; cf. Sewdll 1992). Ther different historieswill
lead them to attend to different cues and make different interpretations. A firs-time
litigant’s or witness s framing of a courtroom will be a fractured anagam of whet their
lawyer tdls them to expect to see and hear, what their friends told them about their court
experiences, expectations of how people should speak in Situationslike this, aslearned in
lecture theeters, what they have seen on the televison news, and their important gleanings
from Ally McBedl, Perry Mason, and Judge Judy. (That fracturing is the province of the
symbolic world, discussed below.) That of an experienced advocate will, of course, be
radicdly different. If the different participantsin an indtitution are relatively loosgly coupled
(Weick 1976), there is no reason why these differences in interpretation shouldn’t be
sudtained for long periods. A vast literature emphasizes the way different socid participants
assign different frames to a given phenomenon in much thisway. For example, Henderson
and Clark (1990) inferred that engineers from different photolithographic equipment
manufacturers invoked different attributes for the various parts of their equipment. Similarly,
Dougherty (1992) observed smilar differences between different professond groups

focussing on a particular innovation.

As such, the frame approach gives us atool to see the way in which different players

interpret agiven set of practices, and the way sets of practicesin society are linked to each
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other. Notwithstanding, frames become much more interesting when we look at their

emergent properties.

Emergent characteristics - prototypes and taxonomies

We can now move up aleve, from the level of cognitive representation to something thet is
more behaviord -- thething that is represented. Just as Berger and Luckmann saw
categorization as the key to indtitutiondization, cognitive scientists see it as the fundamentd
vaiadlein dl cognition (Barsalou 1992a; Lakoff 1987). Rosch defines a category as“a
number of objects that are consdered equivdent” (1978, p. 30). “Dog’, and “anima” are
examples of categories, asare indtitutionslike “ court”, “judicia system”, and “organization”.
Rosch asserts that people classify objectsinto categories because it takes less cognitive
effort to have the category stand for dl the members. Furthermore, she, dong with dl
proponents of embodied models, asserts that individuals construct categories on the basis of
their perception, rather than the attributes lying latent in the objects. In particular, people
perceive their world to be structured because they perceive certain sets of stimuli as being
more likely to occur together than others (for example most people are more likdly to
associate wings with feathers than with fur). Put differently, certain attributes are more likely
to go together in agiven frame. This structuring provides the bads of category formation.

Underlying a category will be aframe with the same name (if ether has aname).

Rosch has observed that we organize categories in taxonomies. A taxonomy is “asysem
by which categories are related to one another by means of classinclusion” (1978, p. 30)
and has verticd and horizonta dimensions. Verticdly, categories are organized into levesof

abgtraction such as collie vs. dog vs. mammd vs anima. So, if anew type of organisation
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were to be introduced to afield (e.g. avirtud bank trading only on the internet) or if anew
st of practices were to be introduced to an existing set of organisations (e.g theintroduction
of mediation and other forms of dternative dispute resolution to the court system), we would
expect people to make sense of it by inserting it into such ataxonomy, and that
indtitutionaization would involve daboration of thet taxonomy. So, for example, if mediation
were to become ingtitutiondized, we could expect that it would be organized into asimilar
hierarchy, such as divorce mediation vs. mediation vs. aternative dispute resolution vs.
dispute resolution system vs. system of justice vs. law vs. the state. Empiricdly, scientists
have obsarved that each leve in ataxonomy isincluded entirdly within the level doove.” The

frame mode above predictsthis.

Thekey level of abstraction isthe base level (Brown 1958). Most knowledgeis organized
a the base levd (eg. chair, running, tal) with the subordinate levels (eg. kitchen char,
dawdling, gigantic) and superordinate levels (eg. furniture, moving, size) being derived from
that. Thebaselevd istheleve of maxima contrast. Itisthelevd at which we perceive
maximum similarity within a category and maximum differences between them. This has
been measured for physical objects using a number of psychologicd criteria such as Gestdt
perception, the ability to form a menta image, motor interactions, and ease of learning,
remembering and use (Lakoff 1987; Rosch 1978). Base level objects dso tend to have

smpler names (dog, cat, court, mediation) compared to subordinate (Blue healer, Samese,

It isimportant to note that people can classify an object in several taxonomies. For example,

zool ogists classify animals both on the basis of their form, and their location on the evolutionary
tree (Gould 1983; Lakoff 1987). Similarly, itis possibleto classify mediation both within ataxonomy
involving the state judicial system and within an *alternative dispute resolution’ taxonomy which
hardly involvesthe state at all. The meaning of mediation may well change with the taxonomy.
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crimina court, divorce mediation) and superordinate (mammad, judicia system, dternative
dispute resolution) levels, indicating thet thisisthe level in most use historicaly. Children
learn names for things at the base levd firgt, and base levd items are processed both more
accurately and more quickly. While base level objects are quite complex and highly
structured, we appear to remember them as the frame that represents them, not as

combinations of primitives. A roseisarose, not the sum of its smells, parts, and name.

Theidentity of the base level sometimesvaries by cultura group. For ingtance, in terms of
the cognitive measures described above, urban dwellers are likely to trest “tree” asthe base
leve, while forest dwellers will treat individua species as basic, and specidist botanists will
treat amore finely detailed level as basic for particular sub-domains of their experience
(Dougherty 1978). In much the same way, we might expect the people who work within
the court system (lawyers, judges, staff) to have different base-level from people who
principaly consume the courts services (plaintiffs, defendants, withesses). Similarly, for
socid objects, i.e. ingtitutions, we expect that base leve to be much nore poorly defined

than for physical objects, because the abject is so much more poorly defined.

Leaving aside these specidization effects, the base level will generdly be the same across
cultures and isnormdly the level with which people have motor interaction. It isthe leve
people think of first when defining objects. In the socid world, this means that people are
probably much more comfortable thinking of aworld of people and organizations, since they
are the things they interact with, than of groups, mult-nationa corporations or innovative

milieux.
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In addition to vertical structure, categories have horizontal structure. Some categories have
clear boundaries (eg. bird) while others have fuzzy boundaries (eg. red). Whileitis
unambiguous whether or not something isabird, it is often unclear whether or not something
isred. Even if the boundaries are clear, however, some members of a category are better
examplesthan others. That is, categories are graded. A robin isabetter example of abird
than a penguin, achicken, or an emu. An em isabetter example of atreethan apam or a
Morton Bay fig. The most representative member of a category is known as the prototype.
Therobinis close to the prototypical bird in North America(Rosch 1978), the desk chair is
closeto the prototypicd chair (Rosch 1978), and the crimind jury trid iscloseto the
prototypica judicia proceeding, for someone brought up in the adversarid system. Thereis
sgnificant empirica evidence that people measure the quaity of membership of agiven
category member by comparing it to the prototype (see Barsalou 1992a; Lakoff 1987).
That is, the prototype is not only the most representative member, it is dsothe point of
reference. A trid without ajury isapoorer example of acourt case than one with ajury.
Prototype and grading effects are observed not only for physical objects, but for al objects,
including abstract concepts such as causation, emotions such as anger, and linguistic
variables such as phonemes (sounds) and syntactic elements (eg. nouns) (Lakoff 1987).
Barsdou (1992b) argues that the prototypes for a category is the set of attributeswhich is
most impartant, either because it is the most commonly reinforced, or because it isthefirgt
encountered (cf. Bettenhausen and Murnighan 1985), or because it is normetively most

important.
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Institutions in a pragmatic world

While both materia resources and behaviors are important in ingtitutiond action, these can
be converted rapidly into coercion and rituas unless they are rendered meaningful by
cognition. By treeting indtitutions as socid objects, and by assuming that they are treated
cognitively exactly the same way as physica objects, we can map the above theory directly
onto indtitutiona theory. Such amodd puts the perceiver at center age. The indtitution of
the court, or of mediation, is what the perceiver thinksit is. Members of a given sub-culture
may share a consensus about the true nature of an inditution, but there is no requirement thet
the different groups agree. For the watchers of Ally McBed, adivorce court is,
normatively, something like what they see on thetdlevison. As such, if different actors
categorise the same behaviors differently, we must rgject Berger and Luckmann’s assertion
that indtitutiondization entails areciprocd typification of actors and inditutions. Instead, we
must look to the system levd, at networks of meaning, to discover how actors are typified

through their behavior.

For agiven sub-group, inditutions will be structured in taxonomies. Consder anove
prectice like mediaion. Verticdly, mediation is normaly abase levd inditution, as are
courts, negatiations, arbitration, and tribunals. As such, for mediation to be indtitutiondized,
a superordinate level probably aso needsto be indtitutionaized. Inthis case, the
superordinate indtitution is aternative dispute resolution. Quite probably, by that time, there
will aso be subordinate inditutions such as divorce mediation and commercia contract
mediation. One of the ingtitutions at a given level of abstraction serves as the prototype for
the level above. A court caseisthe prototypica judicia proceeding. For lawyers,

mediation is probably the prototypica form of dternative dispute resolution; for engineers,
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contract arbitration is probably the prototype; for MBA dumni, it is probably negotiation.
Different professions have different socidization histories, and so learn different prototypes.
The relationships between superordinate categories can be understood, in the broadest
sense anyway, in terms of the relationships between their prototypes. For example,
assuming mediation is their prototype, lavyerswill understand the rdationship between
dternative dispute resolution and judicid proceedings in terms of the relationship between
court cases and mediation. In addition to serving as the prototype for the leve of
abgtraction above, the prototype serves as the best exemplar a a given leve of abstraction.
That is, for the lawyers, assuming once again that mediation is the prototype, negotiation isa
poorer example of dternative dispute resolution, and is defined in terms of mediation, and

not in its own right.

The symbolic world

The above modd, in dl itsintricate detail, provides an excdllent template in which we can
hang a cognitively- based theory of ingtitutions. Frame andlysis has sufficient flexibility to
enable different sub-cultures to see ether subtle or radical differences between different sets
of practices. The subtlest differences involve giving different vaues to atributes, while the
mogt radica involve completely different frames (and hence taxonomies). In between are
frames containing overlapping sets of attributes. Metaphors, link schemas, and other forms
of recurrence of attributes across frames can be used to incorporate power and legitimacy
into acognitive model. Phenomena such asthe base leve, prototypes, and taxonomies
cregte a context with which we can make distinctions between inditutions and develop a

feding for the relationships between them.
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For a cognitive mode of an indtitution to be reasonably vaid, the various dements that make
it up need to be tightly coupled. If thisis not the case, the underlying cognitions may be less
coherent than the behaviors that stand for them. Unfortunately, as our gunners standing to
atention show s0 admirably, thislevel of cognitive coherence cannot dway's be assumed in
the socia world. A cognitive mode can explain the various dements that make up their
practices. It can explain how they seethelr roles and their actions, they way they categorize
ther officers, as well as, more obvioudy, the various pieces of hardware they are dedling
with. Unfortunately, the thing thet interets inditutional scholarsis not the various bits and
pieces, but rather the emergent properties of the whole. If it cannot explain the emergent
properties, then ingtitutiona explanations are reduced to trividity. When we look at the
whole, when we see the soldiers holding the horses and try to dot that into the picture, it is
no longer clear that such amodel can be congiructed. Even in awdl-regulated army, the
coupling may be too weak. The symbolic world and the pragmeatic world are possibly
separate, even for asmal and smple behaviord sequence likefiring agun. We can’t know

by just observing the behavior.

If the symbolic world and the pragmatic worlds could be brought together, then we could
say that the practices had become inditutiondized. If they were brought together, then we
could imagine aframe -- aninditution, asocia object -- corresponding to the overal set of

behaviors and objects.

As| seeit, there are only three circumstances under which that can occur. One possibility is
that the elements are coupled together very tightly by short causd chains, so thereisno

room for symboalic dippage between the objects. Tight coupling will permit the possibility of
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acoherent cognitive modd. For example, in systems that are dominated by technology,
such as high-technology manufacturing, this could occur. Smilarly, in sysems with high task
interdependence, the vast number of people needing to communicate congtantly creates the
same conditions. The soldiers holding their horses are clear counter-examples because
these ectivities are effectively decoupled from the rest of the organisations actions. Second,
the symbalic and pragmatic worlds are coupled in situations of extremely bounded
rationality, such as where people can’'t understand the technology they work with. In such a
Stuation, their ignorance would create the equivaent of tight coupling, since they would not
dareto try to understand. There are probably a few other cases of extremely bounded
rationdity, but they are rare. Findly, the symbolic and pragmatic worlds can be coupled if
the practices are learned in a very strong socidization environment (Van Maanen and Schein
1979). Strong socidization means that the practices are embedded in avast network of
assumptions, which forces them into a coherent whole and excludes dternative

understandings from consideration.

Cytowic (1993) gives an example that embodies tight coupling, highly bounded rationdity
and strong socidization. Heisintrigued by the fact that U.S-trained neurologists are
strongly empiricist. If they can’t see evidence for a phenomenon on a neurological test,
then, asfar asthey're concerned, it doesn't exist. Some English neurologidts, on the other
hand, are much more open to the patient’ s reports of symptoms asindicators of disease.
When explaining the difference, he cites no less that eight different assumptions that are
taught during the long and closed medica education process (see especidly pp. 36-43).
These include beliefs about technology, beliefs about the vaue of new research (versus old),

beliefs about the nature of the research process, beliefs about the relative merits of doctors
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versus patients, beliefs about subtlety and ambiguity in diagnoss, and so forth. Going with
this are two key assumptions by medica insurers which reinforce the technologization of
medicine and two broad socid assumptions about medicine, doctors and patients. In
addition, there are anumber of aspects of the Situation that would lead to tight coupling — or
the gppearance of it. Theseinclude the highly physica nature of the phenomenon in question
(the human brain) and the high risk of creetive (but pragmaticaly unwise) thinking. Because
the American and English assumptive worlds can leed to different diagnoses, the patients
don’'t dways buy into the doctors assumptions. Some don’'t believe there is nothing wrong
with them, asthe doctor says, but rather that the doctor can't explain what is wrong with

them. The coupling breaks down at the doctor- patient interface.

So how do we think about modelling these loosaly coupled Stuations? 1t becomes useful to
think of inditutional theory occupying one end of a st of continua. At the other end are
theories that dlow for much more open modes of socid action. By loosening the coupling,
we are drawn to sensemaking models. By loosening the bounds on rationdity, we are drawn
to models of drategic action. By loosening the socidization, we turn towards various post-
modern theories of action. Given this, it would then be a ussful exercise to trace out
various points on those continua. That is, what determines the location of asocia system on
such acontinuum? For example, in arecent paper, Cebon (1998) argues that we can
explain the mixed success of teams as a vehicle to high organizationd performance by seeing
them as managerid heurigtics. That is, rather than being a set of practicesto be
implemented, they serve as an organizing device which managers can use to judtify and

explain various sets of assumptions and practices. The success of ateam implementation,
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under such amodel, would depend much more on managers abilities to couple practices to

assumptions than their abilities to implement the practices.
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Figwre 1B, Court of Appeal (Simplified)
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Figure 1 C: Trial Court {Simplified)
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