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General Introduction 1

1 GENERAL INTRODUCTION

1.1 Motivation

During the past decades, we have witnessed the creation, wide dissemination and eventual
decline of a plethora of popular management practices — such as Business Process
Reengineering, Downsizing, Customer Relationship Management, Corporate Social
Responsibility, Management by Objectives, New Public Management, Shareholder Value
Management or Total Quality Management to name just a few — whose promoters promise
that their adoption by organizations should yield desirable economic consequences (Carson,
Lanier, Carson, & Guiry, 2000; Lee & Strang, 2006; Rigby & Bilodeau, 2007; Birkinshaw,
Hamel, & Mol, 2008; Meyer R. E., 2004; Abrahamson, 1996). Labels and core contents of at
least some of these management practices have subsequently become inherent parts of higher
education in the area of business administration and related fields (Palmer, Jennings, & Zhou,
1993; Fiss & Zajac, 2004), of management vocabulary (Sahlin & Wedlin, 2008; Zbaracki,

1998) and even mass media discourses (Hirsch & De Soucey, 2006; Lamertz & Baum, 1998).

Irrespective of the fact whether promises of practice promoters remained pious hopes or could
actually be realized, significant consequences of the diffusion of these practices among
organizations have been documented — both on an organizational and societal level. Lean
Management and sub-concepts like Quality Circles or Total Quality Management have
dramatically altered the way work is organized, not only in the manufacturing industry (Vidal,
2007; Woywode, 2002; Kieser & Walgenbach, 2008; Strang & Kim, 2005). The radical
changes proponents of Business Process Reengineering have called for (Hammer & Champy,
1993) oftentimes yielded significant consequences for whole organizations — not least because
reengineering projects frequently failed (Shapiro, 1996). Downsizing has at times affected

unemployment rates of whole regions and has by this means affected millions of workers
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worldwide (Cascio, 1993; Freeman & Cameron, 1993). The New Public Management
paradigm has facilitated the spread of management techniques that had initially been
developed for the private sector into public institutions thereby altering not only work
environments (Boyne, 2002) but also patterns of interaction between citizens and state bodies
(Pollitt & Bouckaert, 2011). The Shareholder Value Management concept has even become a
catchword for gradual shifts in the value systems of whole nation states — especially in Europe

(Meyer R. E., 2004; Fiss & Zajac, 2004).

In light of these oftentimes dramatic consequences of the establishment of certain ideas about
“good” and “contemporary” management, it is not surprising that a whole field of research
within organization studies and adjacent fields has established which aims at understanding
why, how and with what effects new management practices are created (Birkinshaw, Hamel,
& Mol, 2008; Kieser, 1997; Giroux, 2006), diffuse on wide scale (Westphal, Gulati, &
Shortell, 1997; Bloom & Van Reenen, 2010; Fligstein, 1985) and eventually vanish
(Abrahamson & Fairchild, 1999; Barley & Kunda, 1992). Especially diffusion research which
aims at understanding the spread of social practices within social contexts — their “flow or
movement from a source to an adopter” (Strang & Soule, 1998, p. 266) via communication
and influence — has flourished within the past decades (Rogers, 2003). Research that aims at
understanding how management practices become popular and diffuse has thereby resorted to
various ideas and conceptualizations of adjacent research domains, such as work on the
diffusion of technologies (Attewell, 1992), research on social movements tactics (Tarrow,
1989), insights from social network theory (Burt, Staw, & Sutton, 2000), organizational
learning (Levitt & March, 1988) or mundane fashions (Abrahamson, 1991). What unites most
of the work in this area is that it conceives of diffusion as an opportunity to understand not
only how new management knowledge as such establishes, but also to gain a deeper

understanding for (1) social structures through which this knowledge flows and (2) cultural
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processes through which certain ideas become perceived as appropriate and rational while

others diminish.

1.2 Overarching research question

The vast amount of research on the diffusion of management practices that has been
conducted throughout the past three decades can roughly be arranged according to the two
underlying research interests just mentioned (Strang & Soule, 1998). A first body of research
has concentrated on assessing the social relations along which the “material” — i.e.
management practices — flows, thereby assuming that diffusion represents a point to point
process in which practices are transferred through communication and influence within or
across populations of organizations (Rogers, 2003). In this view, adoption of a diffusing
management practice among organizations is mainly seen as a function of the type and
intensity of social relations and interactions between source (e.g. prior adopters, consultants)
and potential adopter. Whether spatial proximity (Davis & Greve, 1997), structural
equivalence (Strang & Tuma, 1993), social interaction through board interlocks (Mizruchi,
1996) or the existence of social relations to other organizations that possess a role model
status (Haveman, 1993; DiMaggio & Powell, 1983), so called structural approaches (Strang
& Soule, 1998, p. 270) conceptualize diffusion of management practices as determined by
social relations. More recent work in this area has extended this basic conceptualization by
assessing how structural factors effecting adoption decisions are moderated or complemented
by organizations’ intrinsic adoption propensity — like, for instance, indicated by their material
or immaterial resource endowment and the resulting ‘fit’ between the diffusing practice and
its potential adopters (Greve, Strang, & Tuma, 1995; Bansal, 2005). Often tied to such
conceptualizations are empirical approaches which put great emphasis on predicting

measurable, quantitative adoption patterns of certain organizational practices within and
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across populations of organizations by employing various (quantitative) measures of intra
population connectedness as well as practice-adopter fit (Strang & Tuma, 1993). Irrespective
of its popularity, this broader line of diffusion research has faced considerable criticism. It has
been argued that both because of their conceptual and empirical focus, structural approaches
might help us to understand how specific organizational practices diffuse, but that they have
limited explanatory power when it comes to understanding why certain practices become
successful and/or exhibit specific patterns of diffusion while others never gain acceptance
and/or only diffuse after considerable latency phases (Zilber, 2008; Strang & Soule, 1998). In
other words, it has been argued that structural approaches help us to understand concrete
material patterns of practice diffusion, but that they provide a limited understanding for those
cultural processes through which certain management practices — irrespective of their
immediate functional value — gain a status of shared social acceptance (Strang & Meyer,

1993; Meyer R. E., 2008; Snow & Benford, 1999).

Based on critical arguments like the ones just outlined, a second body of diffusion research
has applied a cultural approach, thereby aiming to understand how the spread of
organizational practices among organizations is influenced by the interpretative work of
culturally legitimate actors who “make their living promulgating innovation and commenting
on change” (Strang & Soule, 1998, p. 277) and by this means contribute to creating a belief in
the appropriateness and worth of management practices (Eccles & Nohria, 1992; Strang &
Meyer, 1993). In contrast to structural approaches, “an analysis of the cultural (in some usage,
institutional) bases of diffusion speaks more directly to what spreads, replacing a theory of
connections with a theory of connecting” (Strang & Soule, 1998, p. 276). In this view,
management practices do not necessarily diffuse along the lines of social relations and
because of a predetermined ‘technical fit’ between practices and adopting organizations, but

the work of so called “others” (Meyer J. W., 1994) outside the boundaries of organizations’
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immediate social relations — such as journalists, researchers, authors of management books —
is seen as an important source for their establishment and spread (Strang, 1997; Abrahamson,
1996). Such others have frequently been described as “doing the cognitive ‘groundwork’”
(Deephouse & Heugens, 2009, p. 546) for potential adopters, for example by connecting once
contentious practices to accepted norms and values that are predominant within certain social
contexts (Hirsch, 1986; Lamertz & Baum, 1998; Suddaby & Greenwood, 2005), through
creating cultural categories and by this means constructing similarities between dissimilar
potential adopters or by convincing larger numbers of organizations that they are collectively
facing a problem for which a single management practice represents a viable standard solution
(Strang & Meyer, 1993; Greenwood, Suddaby, & Hinings, 2002). Proponents of the cultural
approach have thereby argued that with an increasing intensity of such cultural work,
structural factors as well as organizations’ intrinsic adoption propensities should significantly
lose importance as explanatory factors for the diffusion of management practices (Strang &
Meyer, 1993). As these examples indicate, research employing cultural approaches to
diffusion have — similar to their structural counterparts — developed certain preferences with
respect to the way they empirically assess diffusion. The main empirical focus of much
research in this area lies in analyzing processes of cultural/institutional change as explanatory
factors for the diffusion of organizational practices, thereby reverting to an analysis of
symbols, language and discourses — the main instruments for the creation, modification and
transmission of socially shared convictions about appropriateness and rationality (Meyer R.
E., 2008; Zilber, 2008; 2006; Phillips, Lawrence, & Hardy, 2004; Berger & Luckmann,
1966). While research in this domain of cultural approaches has by this means significantly
contributed to our understanding of explanations for diffusion that transcend assessments of
mere material diffusion patterns along social relations and as a result of a technical fit

between practice and adopter, critics have lamented that most work in this area has failed to
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provide evidence for its own central hypothesis: that cultural processes are in fact
systematically related to material processes of diffusion — i.e. that the activities of culturally
legitimate others actually affect patterns of their material diffusion or vice versa (Zilber, 2008;

Brown, 1994; Mazza & Alvarez, 2000).

Thus, while structural models and empirical assessments have been rich in “measuring”
material diffusion and explaining it based on arguments reverting to characteristics of social
structure and practice-adopter fit, thereby often disregarding an assessment of cultural
processes that might be underlying them, applications of cultural models have contributed to
understanding how shared beliefs in the appropriateness and rationality of practices are
generated on a symbolic level, while often neglecting to directly assess material consequences
of such processes. Studies on the diffusion of management practices which conceptually
and/or empirically combine structural and cultural approaches to diffusion when analyzing the
spread of management practices remain more than scarce. As a consequence, within the past
years, an increasing number of researchers have called for work that aims at — both
conceptually and empirically — bridging this “division of labor” (Zilber, 2008, p. 164)
between studies assessing material versus symbolic aspects of diffusion and thus to
investigate these “carriers” of practice diffusion in combination (Scott W. R., 2003, p. 890;
Green, 2004; Strang & Soule, 1998; Hasselbladh & Kallinikos, 2000). This dissertation
represents an attempt to contribute to answering the underlying question on how structural

and cultural aspects of diffusion interrelate.

1.3 Outline of the dissertation and core results

In order to answer the overarching research question for interrelations between structural and

cultural aspects of diffusion, this dissertation investigates three facets of this question based
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on three different empirical cases which are presented in chapters two, three, and four. These
research questions can be formulated as follows:

1. How are cultural processes of discursive meaning (re)construction surrounding the
diffusion of management practices linked to patterns of their material diffusion?
(Chapter 2)

2. How do structural and cultural carriers of diffusion in combination affect adoption of
management practices by organizations? (Chapter 3)

3. How do structural factors affect the way adopters themselves engage in symbolic
activities surrounding diffusion? (Chapter 4)

1.3.1 Material consequences of cultural processes

In chapter two, I intend to answer the question how discourses surrounding the diffusion of an
organizational practice produced by important “others” within a specific organizational field
correspond to patterns of the material diffusion of this practice. Based on existing theoretical
arguments, I thereby argue that changes in the way important business media rationalize a
management practice through the creation and modification of explanatory accounts and
frames of reference should systematically coincide with patterns of its material diffusion
among organizations within a pre-specified organizational field. Besides the development of
conceptual arguments on interrelations between cultural and structural aspects of diffusion, I
empirically assess those interrelations by combining qualitative and quantitative research
methods in a longitudinal case study. Across a time period of 14 years, I systematically assess
both intra-industry discourses surrounding the spread of a CSR practice — namely codes of
conduct — in the German textile and apparel industry as well as quantitative patterns of its
material diffusion among almost 300 adopters. Based on this analysis, I find that both changes
in the content of arguments (e.g., reverting to public pressures versus economic benefits)
justifying the adoption of codes of conduct and the way discussions of this practice became

connected to other topics within the industry (e.g, sustainability, corporate social
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responsibility) systematically coincided with significant shifts in patterns of its actual
adoption by organizations. Nevertheless, I also observe significant time-lags between changes
in discourse and changes in material diffusion, pointing to intermediate social processes
through which cultural change translates into actual adoption decisions. Despite of
idiosyncrasies of the context the study is located in, my results contribute to understanding
mechanisms through which intra industry processes of discursive meaning construction can —

over time — both hamper and facilitate the material diffusion of management practices.

1.3.2 Combined influences of structural and cultural carriers

Chapter three (joint work with Dominika Wruk, Stefan Huppertz, Achim Oberg and Michael
Woywode) intends to answer the question how structural and cultural carriers of diffusion
interrelate in a cross sectional view. Here, I am thus interested in understanding how different
carriers of practice diffusion — structural and cultural — together effect adoption by
organizations. Based on prior insights from studies assessing diffusion on an individual level,
I argue that understanding the combined influence of structural and cultural carriers of
diffusion requires differentiating between at least two analytically separate types of practice
adoption — knowledge and implementation (Rogers, 2003). In order to test these theoretical
arguments empirically, I resort to a unique survey based dataset capturing knowledge and
implementation of 22 modern management practices among 287 small and medium sized
enterprises in Germany. I find that factors pointing to the influence of cultural carriers such as
media and management literature consumption are best suited for explaining knowledge of
potential adopters. In turn, factors pointing to relational influences — such as interaction with
business consultancies or intense monitoring of other firms’ adoption behavior — and
measures of practice-adopter fit — such as organizational size and prior knowledge — are better
suited to explain implementation. These results detail the insights on the relationship between

structural and cultural carriers of practice diffusion gathered in the first paper just mentioned,
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since they indicate that the interpretative work of culturally legitimate others might — in a
metaphorical sense — be seen as sowing ideas which then, with significant time lags —

eventually become activated and cultivated through relational ties and practice-adopter fit.

1.3.3 Structural processes affecting cultural carriers

The fourth chapter (joint work with Dominika Wruk, Achim Oberg and Michael Woywode)
contributes to the overarching question of how structural and cultural aspects of diffusion
interrelate by asking how structural factors influence the way adopters themselves contribute
to the cultural work underlying diffusion. Existing research in this area has largely neglected
that adopters themselves often possess a role comparable to that of culturally legitimate others
since their symbolic actions are observed by other potential adopters surrounding them.
Understanding factors that explain how organizations incorporate organizational practices in
their symbolic actions should thus help to gain a deeper understanding for their role as
potential meaning makers in processes of practice diffusion. In order to contribute to
answering this underlying question, I develop a theoretical framework containing different
classes of factors — for example ownership structure, media visibility — hypothetically
affecting the way organizations incorporate modern management practices in their self-
representation. I test this framework empirically by employing a unique dataset capturing
symbolic adoption of 16 modern management practices on the complete internet self-
representations of the 500 largest companies in Germany. The findings of this study help to
extend existing conceptual arguments on the relationship between social structures and
diffusion, since they demonstrate that especially in late phases of diffusion, social structures
organizations are embedded in might not only affect how practices spread materially, but also

how and to what extent they are perpetuated through the symbolic actions of adopters.
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1.3.4 Remainder

The remainder of this dissertation is structured as follows. In the next section, I will outline
the overarching research question guiding this dissertation as well as the facets of this
question that are explored in the three empirical cases in greater detail, thereby developing
core research questions along the lines of an ideal-type process of practice diffusion.
Thereafter, 1 will present the three separate empirical studies mentioned above, each in the
form of a self-contained research paper. Finally, a general discussion section is devoted to
explicating the isolated as well as combined contribution of the results of the three studies to
the overarching research question as well as to existing research on the diffusion of

management practices.

1.4 Diffusion of management practices: Structural and cultural
approaches

In most general terms, diffusion has been defined as the “spread of something within a social
system” (Strang & Soule, 1998, p. 266). Not surprisingly, the vast amount of diffusion
research conducted throughout the last century has assessed various ‘“somethings”, such as
hybrid corn (Ryan & Gross, 1943), medicine (Coleman, Katz, & Menzel, 1966), diseases
(Bertrand, 2004), protests (Soule, 1997), contemporary norms (Okruch, 1999) business
computing (Attewell, 1992) and organizational forms (Rao, 1998) — to name just a few. The
focus of this dissertation lies in research on the diffusion of organizational practices but will
resort to prior conceptual and empirical insights on the diffusion of other “somethings”
whenever appropriate. More precisely, the main focus of this dissertation lies in the diffusion
of so called management practices. In the following, I will resort to management practices as
codified and labeled knowledge objects that contain rules and symbols intended for advising

decision makers in organizations on ways to organize the transformation of inputs into



General Introduction 11

outputs (S}, 2009b; Woywode, 2002; Sahlin & Wedlin, 2008). I will define the diffusion or
“spread” of management practices as their “flow or movement from a source to an adopter”
(Strang & Soule, 1998, p. 266) via communication and influence, whereupon “flow” might
appear through direct relational ties or indirect influences (such as media consumption) and
“adoption” might appear in different guises — like the mere awareness that a management
practice exists (knowledge), the statement directed towards others that the practice has been
implemented (symbolic adoption) or the actual implementation (substantive adoption) of that

practice (Rogers, 2003; Fiss & Zajac, 2006; Westphal & Zajac, 1994).

As has been outlined above, prior research on the diffusion of management practices has
followed two main conceptual approaches — often termed structural and cultural (Strang &
Soule, 1998; Scott W. R., 2003) —, each accompanied by certain preferences in terms of
methodological orientation (Zilber, 2008; David & Strang, 2006; Green, 2004). In the next
sections, I will explicate core arguments these two analytically dividable approaches are
driven by as well as central empirical results that have been gathered by research in these
areas throughout the past decades before turning to a central critique these approaches have
been confronted with during the past years — namely their lack of mutual conceptual as well

as empirical integration.

1.4.1 Structural approaches

Research on the diffusion of organizational practices has identified various structural
diffusion mechanisms — typical social relations between sources and adopters of management
practices which fuel diffusion (Strang & Soule, 1998). One basic argument underlying
structural approaches is that frequent interaction between sources — like for example prior
adopters of a particular management practice — and focal organizations should increase the

probability for the focal organizations to adopt this practice. An important indicator for
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frequent interaction between source and adopter which has been used by prior research is
spatial proximity (Strang & Tuma, 1993). For instance, Davis and Greve (1997) in their
assessment of the diffusion of hostile takeovers and golden parachutes demonstrate that the
latter practice diffused along the lines of local business relations in certain geographic regions
of the U.S. Irrespective of geographical factors, it has also been shown that organizations
whose managers were members of boards of directors of other organizations that had
previously implemented practices such as the multidivisional form (Palmer, Jennings, &
Zhou, 1993) or hostile takeovers (Davis & Greve, 1997) are more likely to adopt the
respective practices — resulting in diffusion through so called interlocking directorates. Other
studies have provided evidence for mimicking behavior as an explanatory factor for adoption
and diffusion, meaning that organizations tend to inherit organizational practices which peers
in their industry have previously adopted, like in the case of the multidivisional form
(Fligstein, 1990) or the adoption of Total Quality Management practices among hospitals in
the U.S. (Westphal, Gulati, & Shortell, 1997). Further relational ties which have proven to be
important conduits for the diffusion of management practices are client consultant
relationships — like in the case of Total Quality Management (Cole, 1999; David & Strang,
2006) —, organizations’ membership in professional groups — like in the case of accounting
practices among the Fortune 200 (Mezias, 1990) — or affirmative action practices adopted by

human resource management professionals (Dobbin & Sutton, 1998).

Furthermore, slopes in prestige or field positions have been shown to represent linkages
between organizations along which management practices flow. It has been shown that
adoption of golden parachutes by firms positioned at the center of an interlocking directorates
network (measured by the total number of contacts (interlocks) an organization has with
others in the sample) fueled diffusion among less centrally placed firms (Davis & Greve,

1997) and that low prestige firms tended to mimic market entry decisions of opinion leaders
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within their industry (Haveman, 1993). More generally, it has thereby been argued that
organizations which exhibit lower degrees of connectedness to other organizations in their
environment (“disconnectedness”) should generally be “more immune to imitating the

adopters’ decisions” (Abrahamson, 1991, p. 598).

Additionally, social interaction between sources and adopters might not only cause flows of
knowledge or convictions concerning new management practices which eventually result in
adoption decisions, but also of expectations towards potential adopters (Meyer & Rowan,
1977; Meyer J. W., 1994). Westphal and Zajac (2001) demonstrate that firms surrounded by
powerful groups with experiential knowledge concerning stock repurchasing plans were more
hesitant with respect to mere symbolic adoption of that practice, because they feared more
rigid evaluations by these groups. Fiss and Zajac (2004; 2006) find empirical support for their
argument that interests and preferences of different types of block-holding owners
significantly influenced the diffusion of the Shareholder Value concept among large German
firms. Similarly, in their recent study in which they aim to identify similarities and differences
between management practices across firms and countries, Bloom et al. (2012) find that
ownership structures are strongly linked to observed variations in the implementation of

modern management techniques and practices.

Finally, structural models have more or less explicitly accounted for the fact that relational
effects on the diffusion of management practices are frequently moderated by organizations’
intrinsic adoption propensity (Strang & Tuma, 1993). So called heterogeneous diffusion
models are able to account for such interrelations, since they conceptualize adoption decisions
as driven by both relational ties to prior adopters and by factors which indicate potential
adopters’ “infectiousness” — i.e. properties of the adopting organization (such as material or
immaterial resource endowments (Teece, 1980)) which point to the fit between a management

practice and its potential adopters. In this view, relational influences such as board interlocks
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or contacts to prior adopters might thus vary with firms’ intrinsic adoption propensities
(Greve, Strang, & Tuma, 1995). For instance, Haunschild and Beckman (1998, p. 839) in
their study on the diffusion of corporate acquisitions find that interlocking directorates have a
weaker explanatory power for larger firms, because these firms have more access to relevant
information from other sources, meaning that “their interlock partners carry less weight as an
information source”. Guillén (2002) finds that foreign expansion decisions by South Korean
firms were strongly influenced by imitation of other firms, but that this effect decreased once
firms had made their first foreign investment, pointing to a moderating role of organizations’
experiential knowledge. Irrespective of such explicit assessments of the moderating role of
organizations’ intrinsic adoption propensity, most prior work employing structural approaches
towards diffusion has used several indicators for practice-adopter fit, such as organizational
age (Fligstein, 1985), size (Palmer, Jennings, & Zhou, 1993), slack (Bansal, 2005) or liquidity
(Westphal, Gulati, & Shortell, 1997) either as explanatory factors competing with or

complementing structural explanations or as control variables when predicting adoption.

Besides its conceptual orientation towards studying social structures as the core explanatory
factors for the diffusion of organizational practices, research employing structural approaches
to diffusion is also characterized by certain preferences with regards to the way diffusion as a
phenomenon is assessed empirically. Studies employing a structural approach are mostly
quantitative in nature and since they are “adopter-centric” (Strang & Soule, 1998, p. 268),
dependent variables used are mostly bivariate, indicating adoption or non-adoption (e.g.
Fligstein (1985), Burns & Wholey (1993)) or categorical, indicating different types or degrees
of adoption (e.g. Westphal & Zajac (1994), Fiss & Zajac (2006)) (Walgenbach & Meyer,
2008). What is thus mostly studied are measurable and “tangible” material signifiers of
diffusion — i.e. the implementation of certain practices by organizations — and different

explanatory factors — such as (non)adopters’ ties to other organizations, their network
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position, prestige, ownership structures, board interlocks or geographic location, sometimes
combined with moderating or competing measures for practice-adopter fit (Strang & Soule,
1998). While diffusion research in this area has by this means developed highly sophisticated
methods for data collection (Davis & Greve, 1997; Fiss & Zajac, 2004) and statistical analysis
(Strang & Tuma, 1993; Greve, Strang, & Tuma, 1995), critics have lamented that the strong
focus of work in this area on adoption and the conduits through which practices diffuse keeps
us from a deeper understanding for what actually diffuses and what might be conditions under
which certain ideas become contrived in specific structural diffusion channels or not (Zilber,
2008; Hasselbladh & Kallinikos, 2000): “We typically know that potential adopters are
brought into contact with the diffusing practice but do not know quite what they see” (Strang

& Soule, 1998, p. 269).

1.4.2 Cultural approaches

In contrast to structural approaches, cultural approaches to diffusion explicitly emphasize that
adoption decisions are inherently interpretative processes (Strang & Soule, 1998; Hirsch,
1986). In this view, the decision to adopt or reject an organizational practice will not only
depend on relations to prior adopters or a “technical fit” between practice and adopter but also
on whether the respective management practice accords with culturally established
understandings of appropriateness and rationality that exist in the social context the potential
adopter is bound to (Strang & Soule, 1998; Meyer & Rowan, 1977). As has been shown by
prior research, for most organizational practices, such a “cultural fit” does not exist
immediately but its establishment requires time consuming processes of meaning
(re)construction, often termed “theorization” (Strang & Meyer, 1993), “editing” (Sahlin &
Wedlin, 2008) or even a “cultural struggle” (Hoffman & Ocasio, 2001, p. 414; Hoffman,
1999). In this context, researchers like Barbara Czarniawska and Guje Sevén argue that

classical conceptualizations of diffusion have largely ignored the fact that diffusing
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organizational practices are no stable objects but undergo significant changes as they are
created and “travel” from sources (e.g. professionals, management gurus, prior adopters) to
adopters and eventually become implemented (Czarniawska & Sevon, 1996; Sahlin &
Wedlin, 2008). By reverting to the work of Bruno Latour, these authors have even suggested
to replace the term diffusion with the term “translation”, according to which “the spread in
time and space of anything — claims, orders, artefacts [sic], goods — is in the hands of people;
each of these people may act in many different ways, letting the token drop, or modifying it,
or deflecting it, or betraying it, or adding to it, or appropriating it” (Latour, 1986, p. 267).
Conferred to the diffusion of management practices, this view emphasizes that “adoption and
eventual internalization of once-contentious practices goes hand in hand with a
reinterpretation that situates the practice within prevailing, legitimated logics of action”

(Briscoe & Safford, 2008, p. 467).

Before a management practice can diffuse, it has to make sense for potential adopters within a
social context (Green, Li, & Nohria, 2009) and sense is often “given” to practices by
culturally legitimate others — such as professionals, management gurus, journalists, professors
— and transmitted not via direct social ties but in an “objectified” form (Czarniawska &
Joerges, 1996, p. 44) via broadcasting channels of communication such as press articles,
books, websites or speeches — i.e. discourses in various forms (Phillips, Lawrence, & Hardy,

2004; Abrahamson, 1996).

A number of empirical studies within the last years have applied such a cultural approach to
studying diffusion by assessing processes of discursive meaning (re)construction evolving
around the diffusion of management practices. In his classical study on the diffusion of
corporate takeovers, Hirsch (1986) shows that the establishment of this once contentious
practice was preceded by remarkable shifts in the way it was rationalized in media discourses.

Analyzing press coverage on organizational downsizing practices in Canada, Lamertz and
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Baum (1998) find that in the course of its diffusion, this once contentious practice became
legitimated through the creation and establishment of new explanatory accounts justifying its
existence and use. Abrahamson and Fairchild (1999) identify shifts from positive to negative
evaluation of different practices in discourses as potential explanations for the up- and
downswings of management fashions and Kieser (1997) identifies common rhetorical
strategies creators and proponents of successful management fashions use in order to
convince their audience. In their analysis of discourses surrounding the diffusion of the
Shareholder Value orientation among firms in Austria, Meyer (2004) as well as Meyer and
Hollerer (2010, p. 1241) exemplify that this practice had to be passed “through powerful
filters of local cultural and structural opportunities and constraints” which helped to adapt it to
culturally shared understandings of appropriateness and rationality within the Austrian
corporate governance context. In a qualitative case study, Boxenbaum (2006) employs the
“diffusion as translation” idea (Czarniawska & Joerges, 1996) outlined above and
demonstrates that Diversity Management practices in Denmark were only taken up by
organizations after their symbolic adaption to the local context. Green et al. (2009) find that
the diffusion of Total Quality Management practices among U.S. firms in the late 1970s and
1980s was paralleled by activities of so called “TQM entrepreneurs” who successfully created
the belief that the material decline of U.S. firms in the 1970s was rooted in quality problems.
A recent study by Etzion and Ferraro (2010) convincingly demonstrates how variations in
analogies articulated by proponents of the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) helped to connect
this practice to established discourses on corporate reporting at its emergence while its further
establishment was paralleled by a discursive shift, strengthening the practices’ unique

identity.

In contrast to studies employing structural approaches to diffusion, cultural approaches are

thus mostly “practice-centric*, or “source-centric” instead of “adopter-centric”, since they try
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to understand if and how diffusion of management practices is fueled by social processes
through which practices become “infused with value beyond the technical requirements of the
task at hand” (Selznick, 1957, p. 17). Studies employing cultural approaches to diffusion are
thus interested in understanding how the belief in the appropriateness and rationality of
management practices is created and disseminated through the work of various cultural
carriers — such as mass media, management gurus or academics. Not least this conceptual
orientation has spurred a rather qualitative empirical orientation (Mazza & Alvarez, 2000) and
a concentration on discourses and symbols as objects for empirical investigation (Green,
2004; Sahlin & Wedlin, 2008; Meyer R. E., 2008). This focus on assessing discourses,
symbols and interpretative processes in order to understand diffusion has lead to considerable
criticism towards cultural approaches, since cultural approaches have by means of their
methodological orientation often treated the central dependent variable structural diffusion
research builds on — namely material adoption — stepmotherly (Hasselbladh & Kallinikos,
2000; Brown, 1994). Put differently, cultural approaches to diffusion have been blamed for
concentrating “on symbols per se” rather than on material consequences, as Zilber (2008, p.
164) points out in a recent article: “Qualitative, linguistic and discursive inquiries in
organization studies have been blamed for being anecdotal, for concentrating on symbols per

se rather than on their relationship to other aspects of organizational life*.

1.5 Research questions

As the short outline of core arguments and critical assessments of structural and cultural
approaches to diffusion just outlined as well as assessments by researchers like David Strang
and John Meyer (1993), David Strang and Sarah Soule (1998) or only recently Tammar Zilber
(2008, p. 164) indicate, within diffusion research a “conceptual as well as methodological

dichotonomy” exists between studies that assess diffusion as a structural phenomenon (and
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thus concrete adoption patterns) and studies that assess meanings underlying diffusion (and
thus mostly discourses). It has thereby been argued that studies concentrating on assessing
structural aspects of diffusion are in fact often only able to speculate about changes in the
meanings ascribed to the diffusing practice, although the theoretical explanations they employ
often suggest that substantive changes in the ascription of meaning have occurred and
influenced diffusion (Green, Li, & Nohria, 2009; Strang & Meyer, 1993). Conversely, studies
that concentrate on assessing processes of meaning (re)construction evolving around diffusing
practices have been criticized for ignoring measurable material consequences of changes in
ascribed meanings and thus “meaning in action” (Zilber, 2008, p. 164). Only a few conceptual
studies within the last years have started to contribute to closing this research gap (e.g., Green
(2004), Phillips, Lawrence and Hardy (2004)), resulting in calls to find “ways to bridge this
conceptual as well as methodological dichotonomy, and explore the interrelations between
practices/structures and meanings” (Zilber, 2008, p. 164). The dissertation at hand attempts to
contribute to bridging the divide in diffusion research just described — both conceptually and
empirically. The overarching research question on interrelations between structural and
cultural approaches to diffusion which results from this goal can be broken down into three
separate research questions which correspond to typical phases of diffusion that have been

identified by prior research.

One commonality that has been identified by researchers within the past years is that
processes of practice diffusion and establishment are frequently characterized by typical
phases (for detailed treatises on phases of diffusion see Rogers (2003), Tolbert & Zucker
(1983; 1996) as well as (Abrahamson & Fairchild, 1999)). It has thereby been observed that
in a first phase, which will be called emergence, new organizational practices are often
created as local solutions to locally perceived problems (Zucker, 1986). Such local problem

solving attempts often result from a jolt in the external environments of organizations, such as
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economic downturns, technological change or similar developments (Meyer, Brooks, & Goes,
1990; Greenwood, Suddaby, & Hinings, 2002). In a second phase — packaging —, such local
solutions often become transposed into a diffusible format, such as a book, an article or even a
speech (Czarniawska & Joerges, 1996; Sahlin & Wedlin, 2008). Prominent examples for such
a transformation of local problem solutions into diffusible items include influential books and
articles on management practices such as Lean Management (Womack, Jones, & Roos, 1991),
Business Process Reengineering (Hammer & Champy, 1993), Shareholder Value
Management (Rappaport, 1986), Balanced Scorecard (Kaplan & Norton, 1996) or more
recently the so called Blue Ocean Strategy (Kim & Mauborgne, 2005). Especially during this
packaging phase, promoters of a practice have to make clear why a formerly locally perceived
problem affects a larger number of dissimilar organizations and why a formerly local solution
to that problem represents the standard solution for them (Strang & Meyer, 1993; Suddaby &
Greenwood, 2005; Abrahamson & Fairchild, 1999). If successful, such “theorization” (Strang
& Meyer, 1993) or “editing” (Czarniawska & Joerges, 1996) activities by culturally legitimate
others convince a number of early adopters within a population of organizations to adopt the
respective management practice. The third phase — rapid diffusion — has often been described
as being primarily fueled by the transmission of the practice via relational ties (Guler, Guillén,
& Macpherson, 2002; Strang & Soule, 1998). Whether through board interlocks, spatial
proximity, the fact that high prestige organizations that have adopted the practice in the prior
stage are mimicked by other organizations or other relational ties, practices often exhibit high
or even explosive rates of diffusion after a number of early adopters has incorporated them
(Rogers, 2003; Abrahamson, 1996). In a fourth phase — saturation — , diffusion starts to slow
down, whether because nearly all members of a population have already adopted the practice
(Westphal, Gulati, & Shortell, 1997), more critical commentators are entering the arena or

alternative practices have emerged which gain prominence (Abrahamson & Fairchild, 1999).
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On an aggregate level, such an ideal type process of diffusion results in the s-shaped curve of
cumulative adoption (see Figure 1) that has been documented by much research on the
diffusion of organizational practices (Strang & Soule, 1998) and other diffusing “somethings”
(Rogers, 2003; Bass, 1969). This depiction of diffusion phases of course represents an ideal
type conception, meaning that concrete assessments of diffusion might illuminate variations
of this process as well as overlaps between analytically dividable phases of diffusion.
Nevertheless, this ideal type conception of diffusion serves analytical purposes (Weber,
1988), since it both helps to structure important insights of prior research and can serve as a

framework for conveying unresolved research questions.

While this ideal type conceptualization of the diffusion of organizational practices might
indicate that cultural carriers of diffusion are specifically important in early stages of
diffusion while in later stages, structural carriers gain importance, prior research has shown
that both aspects are in fact crucial across all phases of diffusion (Zilber, 2008; Suddaby &
Greenwood, 2005; Green, Li, & Nohria, 2009). For instance, relational ties between
management consultants promoting a practice and early adopters can be crucial during the
packaging phase (David & Strang, 2006). At the same time, it has been shown that the work
of culturally legitimate others does not cease during phases of rapid diffusion and might still
be important to convince new types of adopters and to increase acceptance of a practice
(Green, Li, & Nohria, 2009). Finally, the extent to which practices remain attractive topics of
discussion or become subject to critical evaluations by culturally legitimate others during
saturation phases might affect rejection decisions of prior adopters as well as chances of a
practice to become successful in other populations of organizations and/or nation states
(Abrahamson & Fairchild, 1999; Guler, Guillén, & Macpherson, 2002; Meyer R. E., 2004)
Thus, it has been documented that cultural and structural carriers of diffusion work in parallel

in each phase of diffusion, while — as outlined above — interrelations between both aspects
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have only seldom been subject to conceptual as well as empirical diffusion research.

Unresolved interrelations between structural and cultural aspects of diffusion can thereby be

identified at several stages in the ideal type process of practice diffusion just outlined (see

Figure 1):

2.

Emergence / packaging: Existing theoretical arguments indicate that before they can
diffuse, management practices need to be “packaged” — i.e. theorized — in a way that
makes them meaningful and attractive for larger numbers of organizations within a
population which might differ from early adopters — e.g. with respect to core
organizational characteristics. Yet prior work has mostly refused to provide empirical
evidence for whether and how such processes of meaning making actually translate
into measurable patterns of material practice diffusion, but has mostly concentrated on
assessing discourses as such, as the examples of existing empirical research above
indicate. Put differently, we lack an understanding for how processes of theorization
and material diffusion interrelate. This question drives the second chapter of this
dissertation in which processes of discursive meaning (re)construction evolving
around the diffusion of a CSR practice — namely codes of conduct — and patterns of
material diffusion of this practice are analyzed in parallel across a time period of 14
years.

Rapid diffusion: Existing research assessing antecedents of adoption of management
practices in later stages of diffusion has mostly concentrated on identifying relational
ties between source and adopter that might fuel diffusion. Nevertheless, from a
theoretical point of view, it has been argued that also cultural carriers such as mass
media might play an important role in later stages of diffusion, since they might
“infect” larger numbers of adopters at once (Sahlin & Wedlin, 2008). But how do

structural and cultural carriers of diffusion, when assessed in combination, affect
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3.

adoption decisions of organizations? In the third chapter (joint work with Dominika
Wruk, Stefan Huppertz, Achim Oberg and Michael Woywode) of this dissertation, |
attempt to contribute to answering this question by assessing how adoption of 22
already established management practices among 287 small and medium sized
enterprises can be explained using both signifiers of relational ties and executive’s
exposure to managerial discourses.

Rapid diffusion / saturation: What has largely been neglected by prior research on
cultural aspects of diffusion is that adopters themselves often take part in discourses
surrounding management practices, especially in late stages of diffusion when
practices have gained high degrees of social acceptance in organizations’ relevant
environments and by this means serve as effective tools for demonstrating conformity
with established and “rational” ways to manage an organization (Meyer & Rowan,
1977). In later stages of diffusion, social structures organizations are embedded in
might thus influence how and to what extent adopters themselves take part in
perpetuating management practices by incorporating them in their self-representations.
Yet, in view of existing research, the question remains largely unanswered as to how
structural factors influence symbolic adoption activities by organizations. By assessing
antecedents of symbolic adoption of 16 established management practices among the
500 largest companies in Germany, the fourth chapter (joint work with Dominika
Wruk, Achim Oberg and Michael Woywode) of this dissertation aims at contributing

to answer this question.
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Figure 1: Ideal type process of practice diffusion and corresponding dissertation
chapters

adopters
(cumulated)
Chapter
4
time
emergence packaging rapid diffusion saturation

In the following sections, the three chapters just described are presented as self-contained
research papers. Since these three papers are based on different empirical cases, thereby
assessing core phenomena that partly speak to differing research communities (e.g. research
on the diffusion of CSR practices, SME research), each chapter comes with a motivational
and contributions section that eventually comprises a broader scope of gaps in existing
research than those outlined in the introductory section of this dissertation that has just been
presented. That is why a self-contained final chapter of this dissertation (Chapter 5) will be
devoted to fleshing out separate as well as combined contributions of the three chapters to

answering the overarching research question as well to existing research.
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2 THE DIFFUSION OF CODES OF CONDUCT IN THE
GERMAN TEXTILE AND APPAREL FIELD 1997 - 2010

2.1 Introduction

Systems of private self-regulation deemed at providing solutions for problems traditionally
solved by states or governments have become a dominant organizational form in capitalist
societies (Bartley, 2007; Kaptein, 2004; Kaptein & Wempe, 2002). Especially so called codes
of conduct are diffusing extremely rapidly “across industries and regulatory arenas — from
garments to shoes, toys, forest products, oil and gas, mining chemicals, coffee, electronics,
and even tourism‘ (O'Rourke, 2003, pp. 2-3). As Kaptein (2004) finds, more than 50% of the
two hundred largest companies in the world have a code of conduct. It has frequently been
argued that codes have nowadays become “the principal way both global corporations and
labor rights non-governmental organizations (NGOs) address poor working conditions in

global supply chain factories” (Locke, Qin, & Brause, 2007, p. 4).

A growing body of research has started to assess the emergence (Bartley, 2007), prevalence
(Weaver, Trevino, & Cochran, 1999), content (Kaptein, 2004), effectiveness (Kaptein &
Schwartz, 2007) and diffusion (Wetterberg, 2007; Bondy, Matten, & Moon, 2004) of codes of
conduct. Especially the latter aspect — diffusion — has gained increasing attention within the
last years, both conceptually and empirically (see Chua and Rahman (2011) for an overview).
The majority of existing studies thereby assess which functions codes fulfill for adopting
organizations (Frankel, 1989; Chuah & Rahman, 2011) and thus — at least implicitly — suggest
that code diffusion results from a rather context free matching of organizational and practice
characteristics (Deephouse & Heugens, 2009). Nevertheless, as we know from established

models of diffusion from organizational theory, diffusion of organizational practices is an



The Diffusion of Codes of Conduct in the German Textile and Apparel Field 26
1997 - 2010

inherently social process ‘“where actors jointly construct an understanding of the

appropriateness and worth of some practice” (Strang & Meyer, 1993, p. 489).

Such a social constructionist perspective on diffusion has only recently gained increasing
attention in CSR research (Chuah & Rahman, 2011; Haack, Schoeneborn, & Wickert, 2012).
As for example Deephouse and Heugens (2009, p. 221) argue, current assessments of the
adoption of social issues by organizations have frequently neglected the socially constructed
nature of this phenomenon and the role played by actor groups like media “setting the CSR
agenda”. The anew interest in a social constructionist’ view on CSR has not least been
triggered by the observation that CSR practices nowadays frequently diffuse across parts of
organizational fields for which traditional functional explanations for adoption — like
reputation or risk management — do not seem to provide satisfactory explanations (Elliot &
Freeman, 2001; Wetterberg, 2007; Bondy, Matten, & Moon, 2004). Theoretical models that
help to understand how CSR practices become subject to processes of meaning
(re)construction and potentially “infused with value beyond the technical requirements of the
task at hand” (Selznick, 1957, p. 17) might thus provide important insights when it comes to
explaining the massive spread of CSR practices we are witnessing within the last years. This
theoretical view complements and details existing findings concerning functional motives of
practice adoption, because it helps to understand the process by which functional arguments
for adoption are created and reconstructed and how corresponding processes influence
organizations’ adoption decisions. In this study, I intend to contribute to this emerging line of

research on the diffusion of CSR practices in general and codes of conduct specifically.

In order to do so, I outline a theoretical framework using arguments on diffusion and meaning
construction from institutional theory which rests on the assumption that discourses evolving

around organizational practices are not only descriptive reflections of reality but “through the
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way they make sense of the world for its inhabitants, giving it meanings that generate
particular experiences and practices” (Phillips, Lawrence, & Hardy, 2004, p. 636; Zilber,
2008). In line with prior conceptual work (Deephouse & Heugens, 2009), my framework
thereby suggests that business media play a key role in processes of practice diffusion as they
both reflect and shape the understanding of the worth of organizational practices within
organizational fields. From a diffusion theoretical view, I thereby argue that changes in the
way business media construct rationales for practice adoption and connect discussions on
codes of conduct to other surrounding discourses should represent an important explanatory
factor for temporal heterogeneity in patterns of their material diffusion within organizational

fields (Strang & Tuma, 1993; Strang & Soule, 1998).

In order to examine my theoretical arguments empirically, I use a longitudinal case-study
design and analyze the emergence, material diffusion and meaning construction process of
codes of conduct in the German textile and apparel field across a time period of 14 years
(1997-2010). As prior work on the diffusion of codes of conduct indicates, the textile and
apparel industry represents a specifically viable industry for studying code diffusion, because
it was one of the first industries for which labor rights in globally dispersed supply chains
became relevant and potentially s