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Foreword

Identity matters. We have all read this kind of play on words before. The turn of phrase may be too cute by half, but sometimes it is the best way to capture a phenomenon. Such is the case today. Yes, this is a book about matters of identity … at multiple levels of analysis. And yes, identity matters … to individuals, organizations, and to those of us who devote our lives to understanding behavior in organizations and behavior by organizations. Read this book. Caroline Bartel, Steven Blader, and Amy Wrzesniewski collected the best minds in our field to consider matters of identity in organizational life. Their work will pique your curiosity, inform you, and, best of all, inspire you to consider the place of identity in your own work. We are pleased and proud to be able to bring this extraordinary collection to you. Enjoy.

—Arthur P. Brief

University of Utah

—James P. Walsh

University of Michigan


Preface

For nearly 20 years, there has been a burgeoning recognition among organizational researchers that the concept of identity provides a promising framework for understanding the interface between work organizations and the individuals that comprise them. This trend is rooted in identity’s ability to shed light on several fundamental questions that employees implicitly (and sometimes explicitly) must answer for themselves, including “Who am I?” “Who are we?” and “What does it mean for who I am to be a part of us?” Such questions have been made particularly relevant by the frenetic pace of change in the nature of the modern workplace as well as the broader societal context in which the modern workplace exists. Given these changes, it is easy to understand why researchers have been drawn in such great numbers toward understanding the relationships between and among the self, the group, and the organization.

Yet as is often the case in emerging research areas, identity research has not developed in a consistent, systematic manner. Researchers from various disciplinary orientations—including but not limited to psychology, organizational behavior, and sociology—have studied identity at different levels, using both different conceptualizations of key constructs and different methods. Indeed, depending on which identity researcher one talks to, one is likely to find different reasons for studying identity, different ways of doing so, different understandings of what constitutes organizational identity, and different perspectives on why it is worthwhile to study identity. No single dominant understanding of identity has emerged, and neither has a consistent paradigm developed for thinking about or studying identity. Although much has been done to broaden the scope and reach of identity, there has been little effort to synthesize and organize key findings or solve common problems that pervade identity research. The irony, of course, is that a field so singularly focused on issues of collective definition is actually lacking a coherent identity of its own.

Conversations among the three of us convinced us that this state of affairs was preventing identity research from achieving its full potential, and ultimately prompted us to organize a conference at the Stern School of Business, New York University, in June 2004. Our approach to the conference was straightforward: we sought to assemble identity researchers from different theoretical backgrounds who approach identity from different levels and using different methods. We wanted to stimulate dialogue among this heterogeneous set of identity researchers, encouraging participants to not only present their work but to engage as a group in an in-depth analysis of the insights of people’s respective research for the modern organization. The conference turned out to be a greater success than we ever imagined, making clear to us that there was not only a need for dialogue among identity researchers but also a genuine desire on their part to engage in such a dialogue. The success of the conference highlighted the potential value of assembling a book that could capture the energy of the conference and bring it to a wider audience. Our goal was to not only present cutting-edge research but also to integrate seemingly disparate research areas into a coherent framework that moves the field of identity forward. Thanks to the efforts of the various contributors, we feel this volume both achieves and exceeds this goal.

Several characteristics of the volume help pursue our goal of synthesis. It is structured around three key issues, each represented in a different section. For each issue, diverse research streams are presented that focus on different levels of analysis, ranging from individuals on up to entire organizations. By presenting work that crosses levels but that shares a common underlying focus, we hope to highlight the commonalities that underlie seemingly dissimilar research on identity. In so doing, we hope to stimulate discussion about appropriate common frameworks for thinking about the study of identity in organizations. Furthermore, we invited three prominent organizational theorists to write a commentary on the chapters in each section. These commentary chapters appear at the end of each section. Each stimulates thinking about both the individual chapters as well as their relevance to one another. Finally, we close the volume with a capstone chapter contributed by David Whetten, one of the fathers of organizational identity research, who considers where identity research is going, and where it ought to go in the future.

Overall, this volume structures and synthesizes research on identity in a manner that we hope will move the dialogue forward, leading to new insights into what identity encompasses and how it provides a tool for understanding a wide variety of organizational phenomena. Of course, realization of this goal depends in large part on the reactions and efforts of you, the reader. We know that the contributors join us in hoping that this volume is received as an impassioned call to expand and structure our understanding of identity in organizational contexts.

We would like to acknowledge the contribution and effort of a number of people who have made this volume—and the conference that provided the basis for it—possible. Funding for the conference was provided by a grant from the Organizational Behavior Division of the Academy of Management as well as the Management Department at the Stern School of Business. Without these funds, the conference would not have been a possibility, and we are grateful for this financial support. We are also grateful to the attendees of the conference and to the contributors to this volume. As three junior faculty members, we were initially concerned about whether we would be able to assemble a prominent group of attendees. This concern quickly faded as we saw the encouragement and enthusiasm of identity scholars toward our invitations. In addition, we would also like to thank Anne Duffy and Art Brief, whose initial invitation to submit the book proposal and continued support throughout the process were instrumental in bringing this volume to fruition.
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Identity and the Modern Organization: An Invitation

Steven L. Blader

New York University

Amy Wrzesniewski

Yale University

Caroline A. Bartel

University of Texas at Austin

Few social contexts compare to the modern work organization in terms of their ability to highlight the importance of identity issues. Not only do organizations themselves possess identities, but they are also composed of a myriad of subgroup and individual identities, which are structured around industry, geographic and functional divisions, occupations and professions, gender, race, religion, education level, and nationality, among others. These many identities come together in organizational contexts and establish for individuals and organizations alike a profound sense of who they are. In turn, these diverse and varied identities shape organizational functioning, imbuing human and organizational action with agency, coherence, and purpose.

For nearly two decades, organizational scholars have recognized that the concepts of identity and identification hold great promise as a theoretical framework for understanding the dynamics within and between organizations as well as the groups and individuals who comprise them. Although Ashforth and Mael (1989) and Albert and Whetten (1985) are appropriately credited with initiating this stream of work at the individual and organizational levels, respectively, theorizing that predates these seminal pieces also suggested that personal and collective identities affect important organizational outcomes (e.g., March & Simon, 1958). Yet there is little question that the major research developments in identity in organizations have been relatively recent phenomena and that the momentum of such research is building rapidly.

In this introductory chapter we use this unique opportunity to discuss the study of identity in somewhat broader terms than is typical. In particular, we propose some explanations for why identity has become such a popular lens for examining modern work organizations, and try to explain the context that may have led both the researchers in this volume as well as many, many others to devote their energies to the study of identity. We then provide an overview of the contributions in this volume to the study of identity in modern organizations, and wrap up with our own insights about the direction of research on identity in organizations.

Identity and the Modern Organization: Why Now?

Trends in academic research do not exist in isolation, but rather they reflect the intellectual and societal context in which they occur. For example, within psychology, some have argued that the previous focus on behaviorism was born in reaction to the dominant focus on psychodynamic processes. Similarly, social psychology and its early emphasis on issues such as conformity in groups and acquiescence to authority developed as a reaction to the events of World War II, and modern approaches to management research developed in reaction to an overemphasis on Tayloristic methods for managing and understanding employees. Understanding the context in which academic research develops tells us a lot about why researchers ask the questions they ask and provide the answers they provide. As such, it is both interesting and informative to consider the recent factors that have given rise to the popularity of identity research and its particular role in helping to understand the modern workplace.

Certainly, one dominant explanation for the rise of identity research is that it provides a useful framework for conceptualizing the relationship between individuals and organizations, in terms that go far beyond the basic contractual understanding suggested by traditional economic theories. Of course, organizational scholars in many domains have been moving beyond assumptions of economic theories in their work for some time. However, research in the identity domain is an especially useful contributor because it provides a deep understanding of the bond between employees and their organizations, the antecedents of those bonds, and several important outcomes of those bonds. In this regard, identity joins a number of other theoretical domains in the organizational sciences that have enriched our understanding of people’s relationship with their work organizations, including research on psychological contracts and organizational commitment. But it does so by providing a particularly rich basis for understanding why and how members connect to their organizations. So perhaps one reason that identity research is growing is that it lends insight to our emerging recognition that people’s connection to their workplace is not one based purely on economic concerns. This recognition, in turn, is possible due to the increasing levels of prosperity for many that make a sole focus on basic economic needs incomplete.

Yet to simply chalk identity’s popularity up to this trend would be to ignore a far broader set of factors that have stimulated an interest in questions of “who am I” and “who are we” in organizations. The last 40 years have seen a near-revolution in the conception of diversity. Legal protections, societal norms, and policy changes throughout the United States reflect an unprecedented regard for people’s right to hold and express those identities with which they “identify.” Further, in this time of ever-increasing diversity in our society, our institutions—the schools our children attend, the work places we enter every day, and the governmental organizations that impact our daily life—are increasingly populated by people from different backgrounds. Together, these trends indicate that just as our society is becoming more diverse, the prevalence of policies and norms that embrace that diversity are on the rise. And as people are exposed to—and expected to accept—an increasingly heterogeneous world, issues of identity become more salient. Further, new forces are emerging that add to the complexity of identity issues. For instance, although on the one hand diversity is increasingly embraced, informal as well as legal pressures to “cover” one’s subgroup identity and assimilate to the superordinate group (Yoshino, 2006) make issues of identity particularly complex and confusing, because the questions expand from “Who am I?” and “Who are we?” to “Who am I expected to be?”

The increasingly dynamic nature of organizational life also makes the study of identity particularly interesting. The past quarter century has seen major changes in how, when, where, and with whom individuals carry out their work. New technologies have transformed the way that organizations conduct their activities, allowing individuals and groups to perform their work any time and in any place, across national borders and time zones. A far broader range of work arrangements now allows people to do their work from home or satellite offices, and as temps, contract workers, and free agents. In addition, the current climate of increased job mobility has led to remarkably frequent changes in whom one works for and the organizations with which one identifies. Each of these shifts alters the identities people draw from in their working lives and their identification with their work organizations.

The trends that impact identity at the individual level are complemented by trends that make identity more complex at macro-levels of analysis. The increasingly competitive nature of the global economy has forced organizations to change their identities at unprecedented speed: The dynamic nature of many industries makes critical the development of corporate and business-level strategies that differentiate the organization, which in turn makes the development and maintenance of identities that support those strategies particularly important and complex. Further, continual activity in mergers and acquisitions not only brings to light the importance of identity development and maintenance, but also raises the complex issues of identity change and integration.

Of course, understanding the impact of such broad trends is a complex matter, and we can only raise them as possible explanations for why such a strong focus on identity in the modern organization has developed. But perhaps the most interesting observation is that these developments toward greater heterogeneity (at both the individual and organizational levels) might just as easily have been expected to result in a decreased focus on identity. Indeed, to the extent that identity becomes increasingly dynamic and idiosyncratic to specific individuals and organizations (i.e., as “we” turns more to “me,” and as “us” changes from day to day), it would have been just as plausible to expect that interest in the study of identity would wane. Had the popularity of identity research taken a different turn, we might be arguing that these same trends foreshadowed the demise of an interest in identity. Yet it is clear that this is not what occurred. Why? One possibility is that despite these trends toward greater uncertainty about who exactly “we” are and who “I” am, people and organizations nevertheless remain beholden to their defining characteristics and memberships (and perhaps they become even more beholden to these memberships in reaction to increasing levels of change, uncertainty, and idiosyncrasy). Evidence for this proposal lies in the observation that when such individual characteristics or group memberships come under threat, strong reactions that affirm identity follow. This suggests that identity is truly fundamental.

Identity and the Modern Organization: Three Fundamental Issues

As we note in the Preface, our goal in this volume was not only to highlight trends in how identity is studied in the context of the modern organization, but also to try to integrate diverse streams of identity research and provide structure to the current landscape of identity research. As a result, we have organized this volume around three core questions related to identity in the modern organization:


	How are identity processes affected by (and in turn affect) the motivations of individuals and organizations?


	How do identity and identification shape the social processes that unfold between individuals and groups, particularly as individuals and groups become more diffuse and have less contact with each other?


	And, how do strong (and weak) contexts affect identity processes, especially as the boundaries of organizations and the social categories within them become more permeable?



Each of these questions is represented in a different part of this volume. Within each part, we feature research that considers these questions at the individual, group, and organizational level of analysis.

Furthermore, as part of our effort not only to present cutting-edge work on identity but to also advance the study of identity, we invited experts in the field of organizational behavior to write a commentary chapter for each part of the volume. Commentary chapter authors were asked to provide their insights regarding the chapters in each of the sections, with little guidance beyond that. Their comments are especially interesting and provide helpful food for thought about where future research should be headed in each of these areas. Finally, the volume concludes with a capstone chapter from David Whetten, a renowned expert on organizational identity who provides important insights and challenges for researchers to consider as identity research advances.

Identity and Social Motivations in Modern Organizations

Part II of the volume includes three chapters about the interface of identity and motivation in organizations, considered at multiple levels of analysis. The chapters entertain the question of this interface at the level of organizational fields, the individual, and the group. Together, they raise important questions about the impact of multiple forces in shaping the identities that are chosen, claimed, or named within complex contexts.

In Chapter 2, Glynn and Marquis explore the motivational forces that shape organizational identities over time. Their chapter takes on the universal problem of organizational names—all organizations must have them, thus, in the choosing and adoption of a name, motivational forces are likely to play a role. By focusing on the power of institutional logics to affect naming conventions of financial organizations across historical periods, they convincingly show that the kinds of names that organizations choose for themselves follow clear patterns that are driven by social motivations to claim legitimacy. These authors choose to focus on the organizational level of analysis, and in so doing they add a necessary and helpful focus on the power of institutional demands in shaping the decisions that organizations make. Their work advances our understanding of organization-level identity by highlighting the influence of historical forces and need for legitimacy on the development of organizational names, perhaps the most visible marker of identity that an organization can have.

In Chapter 3, Hogg considers the ways in which the rapidly changing context of life in modern organizations affects the levels of uncertainty that individuals must contend with in their work lives. He uses a rich history of powerful findings from uncertainty reduction theory to argue that individuals are more likely to emphasize their memberships in groups and organizations as a central way to manage their uncertainty. Hogg makes the provocative and insightful argument that this propensity to identify more strongly with collectives when faced with uncertainty results in individuals’ increased likelihood of being affected by groups and their leaders, for better and for worse. He convincingly argues that the organizational contexts we live in may provide powerful motivation to privilege our collective identities over our individual ones. By considering the impact of uncertainty reduction theory in times when organizational memberships and occupational trajectories are less and less predictable, Hogg highlights the social psychological forces acting on identities in modern organizations.

In Chapter 4, Blader bridges the psychology of individuals and groups to consider the motivational crossfire that individuals experience in organizations. He captures a fundamental challenge of identity in organizations—that individuals concurrently experience motivations related to their individual identities and their group identities. By studying the organizational dynamics that bring these two sets of social motivations into conflict, he begins to uncover a motivational model that realistically crosses levels of analysis in organizational life. In doing so, he raises the bar for future identity research in this area by combining multiple motivations for study as they exist in everyday organizational contexts. His research findings take seriously the notion that that we are at once social and individual beings, who struggle with the challenge to believe in the value of our group identities, while also believing in the value of our individual identities.

Finally, the commentary by Ashforth in Chapter 5 draws several important themes from the set of chapters in Part II. He explores the elasticity of the concept of identity, tracing its roots through time and the different areas of emphasis it has enjoyed. Ashforth plays with the idea that boundaries between identities may be distinct, overlapping, embedded, or holistically joined, raising helpful questions to guide future research. In addition, he takes on the challenge posed by organizational motivations to be both similar to an industry identity group, while having an identity that stands apart. Finally, he considers the role of increasing societal uncertainty in fomenting organizational fundamentalism, helpfully advancing several possibilities for how such forces are likely to manifest themselves in organizations.

Identity and Social Processes in Modern Organizations

In Part III, we consider the processes by which identity unfolds and is managed in group and organizational contexts.

Pratt and Corley (Chapter 6) begin by considering the processes by which organizations help their members manage the multiple identities that often come with membership. This is a particularly timely issue, because organizations are increasingly in flux with regard to the businesses they operate in and the business-level strategies they employ, not to mention the frequent mergers that fuse organizational identities marked by differences in values, practices, and norms. These authors discuss how the identity-management processes employed by organizations can actually result in psychological benefits or psychological harm for members. More specifically, they highlight a number of interesting propositions that are rich for their recognition that 1) characteristics of the multiple organizational identity management process itself, 2) members’ identity sets, and 3) members’ patterns of identification all matter in determining whether psychological harm or benefit results from the identity management process. Their chapter thus highlights some key considerations for organizational efforts to help members manage multiple identities and sheds light on an increasingly important identity-related process that has received little attention in the literature.

Bartel, Wrzesniewski, and Wiesenfeld (Chapter 7) then present their work on the processes that shape remote workers’ identification (or lack thereof) with their organizations. Their findings highlight the obstacles to developing a sense of membership among employees for whom membership resides primarily in psychological, and not physical, space. Importantly, beyond simply noting that identification is less likely to develop when employees are not co-located, Bartel and her colleagues also explore the particular mechanisms that make identification more elusive for these employees. In so doing, they find that the give-and-take process of membership claiming and granting captures the central barriers to identification for the remote workers they study. That is, they find that barriers to identification reside in both remote workers’ efforts to claim membership and in other organizational members’ willingness to grant them membership. Their research provides a compelling example of how identity processes can both influence and be influenced by an issue of increasing importance to modern organizations, as remote and other innovative work arrangements become increasingly prominent.

In Chapter 8, Haslam and Reicher present some results from their widely known experimental case study, the BBC Prison Study. This study, which they appropriately describe as the largest social psychology study in the last three decades, created a social system that lasted for 8 days, in which 15 participants were assigned to roles of either prison guards or prisoners. What unfolds is a complex and highly textured series of events that provide an in vivo examination of social identity processes in social contexts marked by prominent power and privilege hierarchies. Their method provides an exceptional opportunity to observe social identity processes in action, standing in contrast to more typical methods that only examine static snapshots of particular components of the social identity process. Their findings are heartening, for much of what we have learned from these “snapshot” approaches does appear to hold true when examined as part of a broader social identity process. But the real gem of this research is the story it tells as we watch the social identity process unfold and shape group members’ experiences of being in a group. Indeed, the spotlight shines brightly on the issue of process in this chapter, because, as the authors note, identity as a vision will have little impact unless it interacts with an identity-clarifying structure. When there is such interaction, and when that structure consists of the appropriate sense of group boundaries and history, we see the social identity process develop and facilitate positive organizational behaviors, reduced stress, efficacious leadership, and organizational viability.

In Chapter 9, the commentary chapter for Part III, Brief and Umphress share their fascinating impressions as outsiders peering through the window into identity research. Their somewhat provocative description of what they see will be of great interest to all identity researchers. Their perspective highlights some of the assumptions, terminology, and processes that identity researchers take for granted in speaking to one another but which outsiders may find confusing and questionable. One cautionary note sounded in their chapter is that identity researchers should not become complacent but instead should be continually focused on clarifying the meaning and value of their work to researchers outside the identity arena, making clear why identity matters and what unique insights it lends to the analysis of organizations. Brief and Umphress go further, however, and share several important insights about identity that are made clear by the chapters in this part. Perhaps of greatest interest is their argument that the processes by which employees become disconnected from their organizations are inevitable, particularly given the ongoing transitions in modern organizational life. Testing the merits of this argument, and determining the conditions that dictate when and where it holds true, likely represents one of the largest potential contributions for identity research.

Identity and the Contextual Landscape of Modern Organizations

Part IV of the volume focuses on social contexts as they relate to identity and identification processes. This part begins with Chapter 10 by Spataro and Chatman, who question whether dynamic, organizational level factors might affect individuals’ identity-based commitment to their work organizations. Specifically, these researchers focus on the role of interorganizational competition. Organizations, by definition, must compete with each other in the marketplace to succeed and survive. A well-established finding in social psychological research on laboratory and sociodemographic social groups is that intergroup competition promotes identification with one’s ingroup. For organizational groups, it therefore follows that interorganizational competition should bolster individuals’ identity-based commitment to their work organizations. Yet, Spataro and Chatman astutely note that prior theory and research generally has viewed competition in dichotomous terms, assuming that it is the presence or absence of such a threat that matters. Such a conceptualization, however, is a less accurate portrayal of the realities of competition in organizational settings. Competition is a given in organizations, but the intensity and degree of threat created varies widely between organizations and over time. Spataro and Chatman hypothesized and found that low to moderate levels of interorganizational competition positively affect individuals’ identity-based commitment, whereas higher levels of competition negatively affect identity-based commitment. These researchers thus point out an important qualification to the long-standing effect of competition on identification, which was discovered by examining a social context in which the real or imagined threats of competition are experienced more or less intensely. These findings have important implications not only for how individuals’ identity-based commitment to their work organizations may fluctuate over time as competition intensifies and subsides, but also for when individuals may decide to leave their organizations.

In Chapter 11, Seyle and Swann argue that self-verification motives, defined as the drive to receive feedback that confirms existing self-views, offer radically different accounts of self and identity than those motives implicated in traditional social identity theory. These authors review mounting evidence that self-verification strivings are important in predicting not only which organizations individuals join and remain committed to, but also in explaining the potential windfalls and pitfalls of diversity in organizations. Notably, self-verification theory suggests that when individuals feel personally verified in their social interactions, they feel more at ease in those interpersonal situations and more committed to the interpersonal context. Whereas social identity theory focuses on the shared group identity as one means to group commitment, self-verification argues that the exact opposite approach may also garner commitment. Specifically, rather than telling individuals to silence or hide aspects of their personal or social identities, self-verification theory encourages individuals to establish support for their existing self-views as a means of unlocking the potential value in diversity. Such a perspective has important implications for organizational contexts that activate a whole host of different identities. In any given day, individuals may define themselves as a unique person, an occupant of a role, a member of one or more work groups, or as an organizational representative. As organizations become increasingly diverse with respect to roles, work arrangements, as well as workforce composition, self-verification provides a critical window onto how individuals can have positive experiences of their multiple identities in the workplace.

In Chapter 12, Ashford and Barton explore identity and identification as potential motivators of voice and issue selling in organizations. These researchers begin with a keen observation that extant theory and research depicts individuals as calculative in their decisions about whether and when to speak up. Such an instrumental perspective thus depicts individuals as motivated to speak up and raise issues when doing so will benefit them directly. Notwithstanding the potency of tangible gains, these researchers question whether individuals are always pragmatic in these decisions. Rather, the decision to speak up and sell issues also may stem from individuals’ epistemic motives to act in ways consistent with their personal and organizational identities. That is, individuals are more likely to speak up when their personal identity includes attributes that make issue selling a logical expression of that identity. As well, issue selling should be enhanced when individuals identify strongly with their work organization, because such actions help protect or fortify the group. Ashford and Barton lend insight into how voicing and selling issues partly derive from identity dynamics that are activated in organizational contexts. This is an important insight, as identity effects are likely to be far-reaching. In contrast to situations in which issue selling might bring extrinsic rewards to an individual, there are probably more contexts in which individuals view the act of issue selling as generally consistent with their identities or as having positive implications for the broader organization.

This part concludes with commentary from Dukerich (Chap.13). Dukerich highlights how the three chapters each fuse identity research with other literatures, and, in doing so, provide alternative points of view to conventional assumptions or approaches within these literatures. For example, Spataro and Chatman complicate perspectives on interorganizational competition by noting that it is important to consider not only whether it is present (yes-no) but also how much (extent and intensity). Seyle and Swann counter perspectives on diversity in the workplace that emphasize increasing perceived similarities between people by creating superordinate groups or memberships, whereas Ashford and Barton challenge perspectives on voice behavior and issue selling that emphasize extrinsic motivations for these often risky actions. By using an identity lens to understand contextual conditions involving competition, risk, and diversity, Dukerich brings to the foreground the ways we are able to see different processes and outcomes at work.

Conclusion

Together, these chapters provide a rich description of some of the latest work being conducted on how issues of motivation, social interactions, and organizational context affect identity and identification in organizations. They also highlight broader implications for how research on identities in organizations should evolve, a theme that is well explored in Part V, Chapter 14 by Whetten. The core argument advanced in this capstone chapter is that the concept of organizational identification is uniquely qualified to serve as a cross-level bridge, spanning the identity of organizations and individuals. Yet, Whetten cautions scholars to be careful in their applications of social identity theory because there are unique aspects of organizations that complicate or alter traditional social psychological views on membership, identity, and identification.

For example, Whetten argues that because organizations are not social categories, it would be inappropriate to treat organizational membership as a categorical property. Rather, organizational memberships are more appropriately conceived in terms of degree of involvement rather than a sharing of similar attributes. Also, Whetten questions whether researchers tend to overestimate the prevalence of identification by viewing identification as a member-organization psychological bond. Rather, identification with work organizations may be more appropriately conceived as internalization such that there is alignment of individual and organizational identities. In highlighting the distinctive qualities of modern work organizations, Whetten urges identity researchers to consider how these contexts create unique opportunities for generating contributions to theory, rather than of theory. Thus, he opens up the exciting possibility that information gained from novel applications of social identity theory to modern organizations might enhance the theoretical perspective, thereby creating a feedback loop from theory application to theory development. This presents both an opportunity and challenge to identity researchers to show how theories of identity do not only bring new insights to organizational phenomena, but they also have the potential to uncover new insights that expand the theory itself.
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As organizations change, so too do their identities and the symbols that signify their identities. Changed identities often evoke a need for clarity (Fiol, 2002) and for resolving the central question of “Who are we?” or “What kind of organization is this?” In their qualitative study, Corley and Gioia (2004) demonstrated how understanding identity ambiguity is essential to understanding organizational change. And Gioia, Schultz, and Corley (2000) noted how organizational identity change occurs in one of two forms: changes in identity labels, or the meanings underlying those labels. In this chapter, we examine simultaneous change in both identity labels and in their meaning—and their relationship to the identity ambiguity precipitated by organizational change—by studying the names that organizations choose when they change their names.

To date, the organizational literature has tended to focus on identity change at the organizational level of analysis. As influential as this literature has been, it nonetheless tends to overlook the embedded nature of organizational identity and how the labels (or names) that organizations use to express their identity (Gioia et al., 2000), along with their associated meanings, may be historically based and institutionally driven. For instance, Glynn and Abzug (1998, 2002) demonstrated how industry norms affect the choice of particular organizational names, whereas Glynn and Marquis (2004) have shown the legitimating effects of choosing appropriate names. We complement and extend these studies by embedding organizational identities in ever-widening institutional environments, including that of the broader society in which identity change occurs.

We examine how organizational names, as identity labels, change over time, in response to prevailing norms and logics in organizations’ broader and more immediate institutional environments. We report findings from two empirical studies. The first study is an historical analysis, mapping discernible patterns in organizational name content over the period from 1972 to 1988; and the second study is an archival analysis that examines the influence of organizational and institutional factors on nearly 1,600 new names chosen by organizations changing their names.

We focus on a particular name attribute: the extent to which the new organizational name incorporates “real” words, that is, words in common usage, found in a published dictionary. We chose this name attribute because it is an indicator of how organizations manage the identity comprehensibility or ambiguity that accompanies change. Changing an organization’s name is typically part of a deeper set of organizational changes, involving shifts in strategy, structure, and leadership (Glynn & Slepian, 1993). In renaming the organization, then, organizations can mark new identities with greater (or less) ambiguity, understandability, and clarity.

Incorporating real words into the organization name can decrease identity ambiguities in several ways. First, organizational names with real words are carriers of well-established sociocultural meanings because they draw from culturally meaningful and widely understood toolkits (Swidler, 1986), that is, common word usage typically found in published dictionaries. Thus, they can offer ready-made expressions of identity that are clear and understandable, thereby reducing name ambiguity (Glynn & Abzug, 1998, 2002). Second, by leveraging the cultural understandings encoded in real words, organizational names can get a cognitive boost by easing mental processing due to the well-documented “lexicality effect,” that is, “the finding that (real) words are processed faster and more accurately than nonwords” (Gontijo, Rayman, Zhang, & Zaidel, 2002, p. 335), making such organizational names more comprehensible, memorable, and legitimate to their audiences (Glynn & Abzug, 2002; Glynn & Marquis, 2004). Finally, because organizational fields are characterized by institutional logics or rules concerning name ambiguity (Glynn & Abzug, 1998, 2002), organizations’ symbolic alignment, signaled by conformity to those rules in its name realism, can serve as a touchstone for legitimacy. Thus, perceptual, organizational, and institutional factors all work to motivate the particular choice of a real and appropriate name for an organization changing its name.

In this chapter, we focus on these organizational name choices and on how both immediate and broad institutional environments shape these choices. To begin, we examine how institutional environments are characterized by dominant logics that may motivate organizations to choose names that are “real” (identifiable and ambiguity-reducing) and appropriate or legitimate. This leads us to our first study, an historical analysis of general trends in organizational use of real words in their names during the period from 1972 to 1988. In our second study, we analyze the social, institutional, and organizational antecedents of name change choices for organizations changing their names during the period from 1982 to 1987. We start with a theoretical overview of how prevailing institutional logics may motivate the specific choices that organizations make in naming their identity.

Institutional Logics as Social Motives for Name Choices

We view organizational identity through the lens of institutional theory. We focus on the organization name as a succinct marker of the organization’s identity to both internal and external audiences. With a name, an organization identifies itself, locating the collective in a field of meaning, which, in turn, influences how issues are perceived, interpreted, and acted on (Dutton & Dukerich, 1991). Beyond the boundaries of the firm, however, names are relational, categorizing organizations into membership groups (Elsbach & Kramer, 1996). The clarity with which an organizational name signals such membership can amplify or reduce identity ambiguity. For instance, a moniker like First National Bank tends to unambiguously signal the organization’s identity as that of a bank; in contrast, bank names such as Synovus or Avantor are more ambiguous about the firm’s identity. And, because corporations are known largely by their name (Boddewyn, 1967), names function to signal, more or less ambiguously, the identity of an organization. Thus, organizational names, through their descriptive use of words, can function as one indicator of identity ambiguity.

In addition, with a credible name, organizations can signal conformity and adaptation to their referent fields; for organizations changing their name, such symbolic conformity (or institutional isomorphism) can also reduce identity ambiguity. More idiosyncratic or quirky names, such as Fred’s Bank (Glynn & Marquis, 2005), raise questions about just what kind of a bank—or organization—the appellation references. Thus, isomorphic organizational names (e.g., First National Bank) are more understandable, less ambiguous, more taken-for-granted, and thus more legitimate (Suchman, 1995) as identities.

As Glynn and Abzug (1998, 2002) found, the study of organizational names is an opportune site for exploring symbolic processes that reveal the “ceremonial conformity” that Meyer and Rowan (1977 p. 352) argued was the touchstone for legitimacy. We begin with institutionalists’ notion that organizations are subject to forces arising from the fields (or industries) of which they are a member; organizational fields are communities of organizations engaged in common activities and subject to comparable reputational pressures (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). When these reputational pressures are highly institutionalized in organizational fields (Zucker, 1991), “… the more time and energy organizational elites devote to managing their organization’s public image and status” (Meyer & Rowan, 1977, p. 361). Institutionalization results in a social pattern (Jepperson, 1991) when organizations conform to institutional pressures by using the rules, norms, and standards that govern the organizational field.

As Meyer and Rowan (1977) would have us think, names dramatize or narrate the organization’s identity by giving it a ceremonial face, asserting certainty about its identity and its legitimate membership within the field. In their words, “Affixing the right labels to activities can change them into valuable services and mobilize the commitments of internal participants and external constituencies” (p. 350). Therefore, affixing the right label—or choosing an appropriate organizational name—is a way of purchasing legitimacy, thus reducing both the ambiguity and uncertainty that organizations face under times of change.

Reputational forces, arising within organizational fields, create social motives for firms to conform to prevailing logics. Organizations develop a deep understanding about the codes of conduct, normative rules, and logics of appropriateness for naming; thus, organizational name choices become routinized and social patterns of names emerge over time (Glynn & Abzug, 2002). Moreover, through imitation of other firms and the “contagion of legitimacy” (Zucker, 1987, p. 446), mimetic isomorphism occurs and homogeneity in practices and symbols results. Whether institutional conformity in organizational practices arises in response to norms and values (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983) or more cognitively based “guidance systems” (DiMaggio & Powell, 1991, p. 21), the effect of the institutional environment is to exert considerable pressure for organizations within fields to conform to these taken-for-granted rules. These institutional mechanisms that guide the microbehavior of firms renaming themselves in turn, aggregate to shape the evolution of the organizational field, as particular types of names become more frequent and more accepted. Thus, these naming rules, enacted by firms changing their identities, guide patterns in identity formation over time.

Exploring institutional patterns of naming, within organizational fields and over time, extends the reach of understanding identity ambiguity to that of the interfirm or industry level. Clearly, some industries are characterized by more (or less) ambiguous names than others. Glynn and Abzug (2002) found significant interindustry variations in name ambiguity, reporting that “Longer and more domain-specific organizational names were found in the finance, insurance, and real estate industry group; shorter and less specific organizational names were found in the service industry” (p.271). To illustrate, contrast First National Bank (long, domain-specific name) with “Kinko’s” (shorter, less specific name), or think of how firm names in the manufacturing sector (e.g., Ford Motor Company) look very different from those in biotechnology or pharmaceuticals (e.g., Genentech, Galephar, or Salumedica). Thus, a fabricated organizational name like Synovus, which could, conceivably, signal a firm’s membership in the service, biotechnological, or pharmaceuticals industry, has greater ambiguity than a name with more understandable or real words. The latter kinds of names (First National Bank) tend to answer the central question of identity—what kind of organization is this?—with more clarity and less ambiguity.

In this chapter, we seek to understand both aspects of these field-level processes: the macrolevel patterns that emerge over time as a consequence of firms making naming choices, as well as the microlevel firm name choices that are guided by the dynamics of the institutional field. Simply put, we examine how routines for naming organizations change over time, creating naming patterns that act on subsequent organizational choices of names. Our study should reveal identity patterns at multiple levels of analysis, at the firm and at the field. At the level of the organization, we expect that new name choices will follow the logic of appropriateness that matches the dominant choices made by organizations in the field (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; March & Olsen, 1989). At the level of the field, we expect to see a dynamic system that changes over time to reflect changes in the constitutive rules and institutional logics that govern the system (Thornton & Ocasio, 1999). As Glynn and Abzug (2002, p. 268) explained, “At the level of the broad institutional environment (Scott, 2001), industry power, dependence, and political pressures are muted, thus allowing isomorphism to transgress more narrow borders (Dacin, 1997), but not indefinitely.” We turn next to mapping the identity dynamics of organizational naming patterns in the broader environment, over time.

Historical Patterning of Identity: Changing Logics of Organizational Names Over Time

Over time, preferences for certain types of organizational names may wax and wane during different historical time periods (e.g., Boddewyn, 1967, Table 1), evidencing periodicity. Institutionalization leads to conformity, and, in turn, homogeneity of organizational forms and symbols within fields during epochs (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). This notion of historical periodicity has been applied to different kinds of organizational phenomena. For instance, Thornton and Ocasio (1999) showed empirically how corporate executives’ functional background in the publishing industry is historically contingent. Glynn and Abzug (2002, Table 1) showed how naming standards are also historically contingent, documenting how patterns in organizational names have changed significantly, in both content and form, over 200 years, from 1800 to 2000. Other researchers have also noted how organizational names shifted in different historical periods; Lee (2001) found that organizations rapidly appended “dot-com” to their names in the Internet euphoria of the 1990s, whereas Glynn and Marquis (2004) found that these same firms just as quickly abandoned their Internet identifier when the boom went bust.

Historical periodicity invites questions about how institutions originate in the first place or change at all; we note that these are questions that have absorbed the attention of a number of organizational scholars studying institutions (e.g., Greenwood & Hinings, 1996; Kraatz & Zajac, 1996). Typically, shifts in institutional logics are the result of changes external to institutions, for example, shocks, jolts, or drifts that are exogenous to the field governed by the institution. Shifts outside the institutional sphere, for example, in the resource environment, mandate a corresponding shift in institutional logics (Greenwood & Hinings, 1996; Kraatz & Zajac, 1996). Thus, the institutional logics that serve as social motives for name changes likely reflect some of the changes in organizations’ economic, technical, social, or political environment. For instance, we note how early organizations, as new institutional forms required lengthy, descriptive names (Glynn & Abzug, 2002), and more recent organizational innovations, such as Web-based firms, track the Internet boom and bust in their “dot-com” names (Glynn & Marquis, 2005; Lee, 2001). Overall, then, name patterns evidence historical periodization that reflects the dominant institutional logics of the times. In this chapter, we examine how organizational name choices conform to prevailing institutional logics, and, in turn, how such isomorphism can purchase legitimacy so as to reduce (or amplify) identity ambiguity.

Glynn and Abzug (2002) offered a broad, historical sweep of the shifts in organizational names from the “rich, descriptive and lengthy names of the 1800s … to recent [names that] are brief and concise” (p. 268), noting how “different periods were characterized by different constitutive rules” (p. 269). In particular, they observed a significant “inflection point between the 1970s and the 1980s, in which names shifted from the century-old three-part form” (p. 269) to more ambiguous names. Perhaps the precise and descriptive names became less appropriate for the changed organizational form of the multidivisional and multifaceted firms of the 1980s, whose identities seemed less clear and more ambiguous. As well, it also reflected managerial beliefs about what constituted an appropriate or legitimate name. Because it could afford a window on identity ambiguity under organizational change, we chose this historical period for closer study.

Data, Methods, and Analyses

We analyzed the population of all firms that reported a name change from 1972 to 1987 (inclusive) in Predicasts F&S Index of Corporate Change. For each year in this 16-year period, we collected both the old and the new names for each firm. Then, for each firm name (both old and new), two independent raters assessed the extent to which each name incorporated real words using three categories: 0 if the name contained no real words (e.g., USX, UNISYS, Amstar), 1 if the name had a combination of real words and nonwords (e.g., UMET Properties, Fifth Third Bancorp), and 2 if the name had only real words (e.g., American Sugar Company, United States Steel Company, International Harvester). The correlation between the two raters was satisfactory (r = .85, p<.001).

Table 2.1 presents this data, by year and by names, old and new. Figures 2.1 and 2.2 graphically represent the historical patterns in name ambiguity for both the old and new names. We observe that the curvilinear patterns depicted in the two figures generally map onto the historical pattern in organizational naming found by Glynn and Abzug (2002). From 1972 through 1974, the dominant institutional logic for the old names we studied (Fig. 2.1) was one of realism, driven by the prevailing practice of using all real words in the organizational name. Note that there are few names using nonwords at all, even in combination with real words; thus, organizational names seemed to be fairly unambiguous in both the labels and the meaning that was codified. However, this changes abruptly for the old names in 1976, when the number of organizational names containing real words is nearly halved. Greater identity ambiguity seems be signaled by names, both old and new, as evidenced by the trough, from 1976 through (roughly) 1981, in both Figures 2.1 and 2.2. The trend reverses itself in the early 1980s, for both old and new names, as more real words are used (alone or in combination with nonwords) to name the organization. Thus, this shift in the logic and practice of naming firms seemed to bring increased understandability (by using real words), and, in turn, decreased identity ambiguity.


Table 2.1
 Historical Pattern of Name Changes: Data on the Use of Real Words in old and new Organizational Names
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Figure 2.1 Historical pattern of name changes, 1972 to 1988: use of real words in old organizational names.
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Figure 2.2 Historical pattern of name changes, 1972 to 1988: use of real words in new organizational names.


The findings from this examination of the use of real words in organizational names, from 1972 to 1987, suggests historical periodicity in naming patterns, paralleling that found by Glynn and Abzug (2002) in name form and name content. That the broad institutional environment—of all firms changing their name—evidences historical patterning that changes over time suggests that, in the aggregate, firms are making name choices that are conforming to some underlying institutional logic or social motive that drives conformity and symbolic isomorphism (Glynn & Abzug, 2002). Moreover, the presence of these macrolevel patterns is expected to influence microlevel behavior, that is, the specific kinds of names that firms choose when changing their names. The impact at the organizational level of the increasing acceptance of the practice of using real words in the organizational name between 1982 and 1987 is investigated in our second study, presented next.

Identity Ambiguity and Organizational Name Changes, 1982–1987

We explore how the macrolevel shifts in the institutional logics and rules of the “name game” affect the particular name choices that firms make when they change their names. In a sense, this is a study of how history matters to the actors of the time. In examining the impact of history, Stinchcombe’s classic work (1965) on imprinting is a good starting point.

Stinchcombe’s (1965) essay titled “Social Structure and Organizations” describes how “the groups, institutions, laws, population characteristics, and sets of social relations that form the environment” (p. 142) are historically contingent and imprint an organization with the characteristics of the founding era. Stinchcombe illustrated how this holds true for unions, fraternities, and savings banks, as well as other types of organizations and industries. Stinchcombe reasoned that organizations founded during common historical periods would have similar structural characteristics because they faced the same environments and challenges; as he described it, “the date of the (growth) spurts is highly correlated with the present social structure” (p.154). We extend this reasoning to identity dynamics, by examining the name choices made by organizations changing their names; in other words, we expect that organizations named in the same historical period would have similar identity markings.

Stinchcombe’s imprinting thesis turns our attention to the broad historical context in which firms are embedded, much like the periodicity in naming trends that we observed in Table 2.1 and Figures 2.1 and 2.2. Beyond just observing a correlation between identity characteristics and historical periods, institutional theory offers insights on the mechanisms by which environments affect actors, and, in particular, the immediate institutional environments, or industries, in which firms are embedded.

The core tenet of institutional theory—that isomorphism legitimates—provides a window on this mechanism. In an attempt to secure legitimacy, organizations conform, in symbol and structure, to the prevailing institutional practices, norms, and rules. In other words, they look like an organization should look like as a member of a particular organizational field; they are identifiable as an organization of type x. They signal this in their identity, and, particularly, in that most prominent of organizational identity markers: the organization name. Thus, when making changes in their names, organizations are influenced by the dominant logics of naming that characterize their immediate and anticipated (new) institutional environments, that is, the industry or organizational field to which the changes are directed. Glynn and Abzug (2002) demonstrated this, that is, that those organizations changing their names adopted the prevailing practices in their new institutional environment, not in the old institutional environment, which they were exiting. Thus, local institutional pressures, arising from industries, were shown to affect name choices.

In this study, we extend this work to assess the effects of both broad and immediate institutional environments on organizational name changes. Like Glynn and Abzug (2002), we model the impact of organizations’ immediate institutional environment, that is, the industry. But unlike Glynn and Abzug (2002), we also include the broader social environment, which we mapped for the period from 1972 to 1987, in the study reported earlier. In the following study, we included both measures, that is, immediate and broad institutional environments, in a regression analysis to examine the effect of firms’ embeddedness in institutional contexts.

Data, Methods, and Analysis

The archival data on organizational names and name changes that we use in this study is part of a larger set of studies reported by Glynn and Abzug (1998, 2002), in which they gathered data on all 1,587 organizations reporting a name change in Predicasts F&S Index of Corporate Change between 1982 and 1987. As in our first study reported in this chapter, we assess the extent to which organizations use real or unambiguous words in their name. Focusing on a shorter period (1982–1987) allows us to examine other factors (i.e., control variables), which may also influence the prevalence of real words in a name. To test our hypothesis that historical era, as well as the specific industry environment, creates an isomorphic effect on organizational names, we conducted regression analyses predicting whether an organization chooses a new name composed of real words. We chose to dichotomize the variable because we classified a composite name (consisting of both real and fabricated words) as being a positive case for realism; such a name carries clues (i.e., some real words) that reduce ambiguity. Because our outcome is binary (the new name has real words or not), we utilize logistic regression.

Dependent Variable: Real Words in New Name. Based on the coding of real words described previously, our dependent variable assesses the degree to which the organizations’ new name contained real words. This includes both cases in which the name contains real words, that is, if the name had only real words (e.g., American Sugar Company, United States Steel Company, International Harvester) and if the name had real words in combination with non-words (e.g., UMET Properties, Fifth Third Bancorp). Again, these were coded by independent raters; the correlation between the two raters was satisfactory (r = .85, p < .001).

Independent Variable: Historical Era. There are difficulties assessing the effect of an historical era on organizations over such a short period of time. Because we have already identified that the use of real words in organizations’ names is increasing during the time period from 1982 to 1987, one way to examine the effect of an historical era is to see if firms later in the period under study are more likely to conform to the pattern than firms earlier in the period, even when controlling for the other relevant predictors. Thus, to assess the degree to which broader institutional logics associated with the historical era are important to firms’ choices of names, we created a liner time trend variable to assess growth over time. This runs from a value of 0 in 1982 to 5 in 1987. This variable thus captures the degree to which firms later in the historical period under study are more likely to conform to the institutionalized pattern.

Control Variables. Our analyses include the following: Length of Name, a count of the number of letters in the firms’ new name; Real Words in Old Name, measured as for new names; a measure of organizational size indicating if the firm is a Large Firm (coded 1 if the firm is a Fortune 500 company and 0 otherwise); the percentage of other firms in the industry that have real words in their name (Institutional Prevalence of Real Names); and average Name Length, Firm Industry to capture the degree to which firms in an industry have adopted a particular name form, that of “realistic” names. Finally, we include the measure of Environmental Uncertainty based on Tushman and Anderson (1986) that Glynn and Abzug, (2002) utilized in their previous analyses. Because of missing values for Environmental Uncertainty, we present models both with and without this variable. Note as well that the sample size of our main model has been reduced from 1,581 to 779, because of missing values on other control variables.

Results of the Analyses. Table 2.2 presents the means, standard deviations, and bivariate correlations between the variables described earlier. Table 2.3 presents the regression results predicting whether firms between 1982 and 1987 adopted a new name with real words. First, it is important to connect these results to the patterns established previously by Glynn and Abzug (2002). Consistent with Glynn and Abzug (2002), the degree of Institutional Prevalence of having a name with real words was a strong and positive predictor of whether firms adopted a new name with real words. Similarly, as they found previously, Environmental Uncertainty had no effect on firm behavior. As they suggested, this set of findings indicates that it is institutional pressures, not economic ones, that effect firms’ choices of names. It is important to note, however, that even controlling for these effects as well as for other firm and industry characteristics, Historical Era is also a strong predictor of whether a firm adopted a real name. The statistical significance associated with this linear time trend variable suggests that, as the pattern increasingly is established over time, it becomes more and more likely that firms will conform to the broader environmental imperative and adopt a name with real words. Thus, our findings indicate that firms respond to reputational pressures, arising from both broad and immediate institutional arrangements, in choosing names to mark their identities. As a result, identity patterns emerge, over fields and over time.


Table 2.2
 Descriptive Statistics for Variables Used in Regressions of Real Words in an Organizational Name, 1982–1987
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Table 2.3

Predicting use of Real Words in Organizational Name for Organizations Changing Their Name, 1982–1987










	Historical era
	0.096
	0.166



	 
	(0.054)*
	(0.075)*



	Length of name
	0.432
	0.412



	 
	(0.026)**
	(0.035)**



	Real words in old name
	1.036
	1.033



	 
	(0.131)**
	(0.179)**



	Large firm (1 if Fortune 500 company)
	0.128
	0.246



	 
	(0.171)
	(0.238)



	Institutional prevalence of real-word names
	3.11
	2.077



	 
	(0.589)**
	(0.973)*



	Average name length, firm industry
	-0.226
	-0.147



	 
	(0.067)**
	(0.104)



	Environmental uncertainty
	 
	-0.001



	 
	 
	(0.001)



	Constant
	-6.214
	-5.969



	 
	(1.017)**
	(1.707)**



	Observations
	1581
	779







Note. Standard errors are in parentheses.

*significant at 5%. ** significant at 1%.

Discussion and Conclusions

In this chapter, we investigated how the identity of the modern organization is affected by the past; essentially, we explored how history matters, and how the complex and multiple environments in which modern firms are embedded impact how they mark their identities with their new names.

We theorized that organizational names—and the identities that they marked—would be both historically contingent and institutionally driven. Essentially, we argued that institutional logics about appropriate naming standards in different historical periods would function as social motives, eliciting organizational conformity to the constitutive rules of the (name) game, and, in turn, yielding field-level patterns in organizational identity. We found evidence to support this in two empirical studies.

In the first study, we examined historical changes in names from 1972 to 1988 and found that patterns in the use of real words in organizational names were evident. During these 16 years, we found that the use of real words in both old and new organizations resembled a broad, flat, and inverted-U shape: initially high, followed by a significant drop-off, and then a rise to the initial height. As indicated by the use of real words in the organizational name, the period seemed to swing from low identity ambiguity to higher identity ambiguity and then rebound to low identity ambiguity.

We can speculate that perhaps names moved in parallel to the identity ambiguity of the times, which were marked by changes in the multidivisional form and a wave of mergers and acquisitions in the early 1980s. It was a time when it was hard to identify, with certainty and clarity, just what type of organizations these were. As institutionalists might explain, external shifts in the strategy and structures of firms shifted the logics that motivated name choices.

Theoretically, then, organizational identities, as signaled in their names, seem to occur not in a vacuum and just as a reflection of intra-organizational change (e.g., Corley & Gioia, 2004), but rather within the cultural and institutional norms and logics of the times. Complementing theoretical conceptualizations of organizational identity as being internally-driven and attribute based (e.g., Albert & Whetten, 1985), our research demonstrates how organizational identity is situationally embedded, historically contingent, and institutionally adaptive. Thus, it seems, modern organizations are bound to the times in which they are founded, suggesting that identity may reflect imprinting (Stinchcombe, 1965) and thus be historically contingent.

In our second study, we scrutinized more closely the inflection point of the period from 1982 to 1987 and assessed both the broad historical environment (of the first study) as well as the more immediate and particular institutional environment in which firms operated.
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