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Abstract

This study aims to develop a theoretical framework for analyzing the
processes of formation, stabilization, and transformation of
participatory local organizations. Conducted in response to the
limitations of rationalist and functionalist approaches in explaining
institutional and intra-organizational dynamics of collective action, the
research draws on constructivist institutionalism to reconceptualize
the organization as a multilayered field of action, meaning, discourse,
and institutional structures. Through a critical review of the
constructivist institutionalist literature, key concepts such as
institutionalization, legitimacy, discourse, and agency are identified
and integrated into an analytical model. The proposed framework
combines narrative-based analysis with a three-level perspective—
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structural, agential, and discursive—enabling the reconstruction of
institutional processes in organizations operating within specific
socio-historical contexts and under conditions of conflicting
institutional pressures. This approach not only understands the
organization as a constructed yet institutionalized entity, but also
offers a dynamic, meaning-oriented, and context-sensitive analysis of
collective action and its institutional transformations by bridging
micro- and macro-levels. The proposed model is particularly
applicable to the study of local organizations characterized by
participatory structures, resource and interest sharing, and discursive
diversity, especially within societies undergoing transition.

Keywords: Local participatory organizations, collective action,
institutional pressures, institutional change, institutional process.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Economic collective action within locally embedded participatory
organizations—such as production and consumer cooperatives,
collective farming corporations, and welfare-oriented institutions—
often develops through trajectories different from dominant market-
oriented or state-centered models. In transitional societies, these
organizations encounter complex processes of transformation,
resistance, delegitimation, and reinstitutionalization. Understanding
these dynamics requires an analytical framework that can
simultaneously account for historical embeddedness, actors’ meaning-
making processes, and the mechanisms of institutionalization.

Conventional approaches, including traditional institutional
economics and functionalist perspectives, often conceptualize
organizations either as rational, calculating units or as stable
institutions oriented toward efficiency and equilibrium. Such
approaches have limited ability to explain transformations of meaning,
struggles over legitimacy, and multi-level patterns of organizational
action, particularly when organizations face contradictory formal and
informal pressures, diverse actors, and competing systems of
legitimacy. The central question, therefore, is how locally embedded
participatory organizations can be analyzed through an alternative
perspective that integrates structural, discursive, and actor-centered
dimensions.

Constructivist institutionalism provides a promising framework
for addressing this theoretical gap. Rather than viewing organizations
merely as units of action, this approach conceptualizes them as multi-
layered fields constituted through discourses, agency, norms, and
institutional structures. Organizations are embedded within networks
of meanings, norms, and legitimacy structures that are continuously
interpreted, contested, and redefined. Concepts such as
institutionalization, discourse, institutional isomorphism, legitimacy,
and agency provide analytical tools for examining organizations
exposed to conflicting institutional environments. By connecting
macro-level processes (normative and discursive systems) with micro-
level dynamics (actors and identities), constructivist institutionalism
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understands organizations as socially constructed yet institutionally
embedded realities shaped by historical contexts and ongoing
interactions among organizational members.

Literature Review

This article proposes an analytical model for examining institutional
mechanisms through a narrative-based approach. In this framework,
narratives are considered analytical resources for reconstructing
institutional actions and historical transformations rather than merely
linguistic representations. They reflect actors’ historically situated and
interpretive experiences and enable the reconstruction of institutional
trajectories over time. The proposed model is developed through a
systematic review of constructivist institutionalist literature. The
selected works were identified based on theoretical influence,
originality, and relevance to the study of organizations and collective
action. The reviewed scholars include Meyer, Scott, DiMaggio and
Powell, Berger and Luckmann, Hay, Campbell, Dobbin, and Hall.

Methodology

The proposed framework conceptualizes organizations as intermediary
fields located between formal institutions (such as laws and state
structures), informal institutions (including norms, traditions, and
discourses), and micro-level organizational actors. Through processes
of interaction, resistance, and interpretation, organizations move
through trajectories of institutional formation, stabilization, and
transformation.

The framework is operationalized across three analytical levels:
the structural level, focusing on recurring institutional patterns; the
actor-centered level, emphasizing agency and strategic practices; and
the discursive level, examining meanings and contradictions. The
relationship between micro- and macro-level processes is understood
as reciprocal and dynamic: while institutional environments shape
organizational structures and practices, actors actively participate in
reproducing, negotiating, or transforming those environments.
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Results

The empirical application of this framework to the Nilabad-Torbatjam
agricultural Joint-Stock Company, which has maintained more than
five decades of activity, demonstrates that organizational legitimacy
has been reproduced through different sources across historical
periods. These transformations were closely connected to changing
relationships among institutional structures, discourses, and forms of
agency. The gap between formal institutional arrangements and
actors’ lived experiences revealed a pattern of generalized institutional
decoupling.

Discussion
The proposed framework differs from conventional approaches in
several respects. First, it moves beyond the dichotomy between
macro-structural explanations and meaning-centered approaches by
examining intermediate mechanisms of meaning construction and
institutional reproduction through actors’ interpretive agency. Second,
it emphasizes institution-building processes within locally situated
organizations rather than focusing exclusively on large-scale
institutions. Third, by integrating narrative and discourse analysis with
interpretive and historical approaches, it enables the reconstruction of
institutions through actors’ lived experiences.

Furthermore, the framework conceptualizes institutionalization as
a dynamic, contested, and multi-layered process in which meaning,
resistance, and interpretation play central roles. Finally, the six-step
operational framework provides a methodological bridge between
theoretical concepts and empirical analysis.

Conclusion

Constructivist institutionalism offers a distinctive perspective for
understanding locally embedded participatory organizations operating
within contexts of tension between formal structures and informal
normative orders. By analyzing narratives as forms of institutional
action data across structural, discursive, and actor-centered
dimensions, the proposed framework provides insight into the
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mechanisms of organizational persistence, resistance, and
transformation.

Its main contribution lies in bridging theory and method:
constructivist institutionalism functions not only as a conceptual
foundation but also as a guide for methodological choices and
analytical strategies, particularly in the study of local organizations,
cooperatives, and institutions characterized by long-term historical
continuity.
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