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Abstract 

	  
The actions of a variety of actors in the institutional or organizational field shape the 

rules of the game as well as the tactics, actions and forms of organization that are considered 

possible and legitimate. Yet despite a burgeoning literature on fields, the understanding of the 

role of endogenous field agents and their potential to change or maintain field structures remains 

relatively limited. In this dissertation I examine an increasingly contested field, U.S. municipal 

water services, through in-depth qualitative case studies and interviews in Detroit and Chicago. I 

seek to offer insight into the role of these agentic actors in field transition in three related studies. 

First, I address the role of individual or micro-level actors and their interactions with macro-level 

actors as transnational institutional changes are introduced to the field. I argue that heretofore 

unacknowledged and informal field configuring events offer important opportunities for change. 

Next, I explore the work of actors in fighting to maintain existing institutional structures, namely 

public water services, in the face of change. I identify novel variations in the types of actors who 

perform this work and the forms of institutional renewal work they perform. Lastly, I examine 

the often-overlooked role of central corporate actors in field change and offer a theoretical 

argument for taking these actors more seriously in our conceptualizations of field change and 

maintenance.  Specifically, I seek to offer insight to the role of central field actors and what 

conditions may induce core and embedded actors to act to change the field, contrary to the 

predictions of much extant field theory. In addition to theoretical contributions these studies offer 

practical guidance to managers, policymakers, and members of the public as they seek to 

understand and better manage the complex and multifaceted emerging water crisis, and the 

conflicts and challenges that surround it. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

General Introduction 
 

Overview 

World water resources, once seen as plentiful and virtually infinite, are under increasing 

pressure from population growth, urbanization, industrial demands, and climate change. From 

floods and increased rainfall to droughts and algal blooms, water issues and management 

challenges have recently gained public and media attention like never before.  With scarcity 

often comes conflict – and water has been no different. While conflicts over water have a long 

history they have traditionally been associated primarily with developing nations and the global 

South, yet, in 2014 and 2015 protesters headed to the streets in response to rate hikes, 

privatization, water allocation, and water shutoffs in Western nations. Conflicts over water rates 

and privatization led to large public protests from Ireland to the United States’ industrial 

heartland cities of Detroit and Baltimore. A severe multi-year drought in California meant that 

no one from almond growers to Hollywood stars escaped the scrutiny of public and media 

attention to their water use, and abuse, as eager citizens kept a close watch via Twitter’s popular 

#watershaming hashtag. Even in the seemingly plentiful and pure Great Lakes, home to 20% of 

the world’s freshwater, algal blooms in Lake Erie led to drinking water bans and raised public 
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awareness of the fact that traditional methods of water use and management may no longer be 

sustainable.  

The result of these increasing pressures is that many of the systems and institutions that 

surround water, and the factors, rules and understandings that control and seek to allocate this 

increasingly in-demand resource, are in flux. Although actors from both the public and private 

water sectors share understandings of ‘what is at stake’ (Martin, 2003) and what they are 

‘striving to control’ (Fligstein & McAdam, 2012, p. 27), they are contesting many of the 

traditional ‘rules’ of ownership, allocation, and management. Their actions are shaping the 

tactics, actions and forms of organization that are considered possible and legitimate (Fligstein & 

McAdam, 2012), leading to field transition and, with increasing frequency, to conflict. As such, 

water as a research context provides a vehicle to extend insights on what organization theorists 

broadly term theories of the ‘field’, as well as an opportunity for theory to offer needed guidance 

and tools to understand these conflicts and seek resolutions. 

Meso-level social orders, such as the institutional or organizational field, have been a 

consistent theme across the social sciences (Martin, 2003). The field has similarly held a central 

role in organization theory as scholars seek to understand interactions between organizations and 

their environments, including the roles of stakeholders, government, and society (Fligstein & 

McAdam, 2012; Martin, 2003).  The construct of the fieldi describes the interactions and 

relationships that occur when organized actors come together and begin to frame their actions 

with one another in mind (Fligstein, 2001) or to strive for the same goals or resources (Martin, 

2003). The field concept permits analysts to study a ‘space’ of relations between actors, rules and 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
i	  Following prior work I consider the terms “organizational field” and “institutional field” to be roughly equivalent 
(e.g. Hardy & McGuire, 2010).  However, rather than giving one term preference (e.g. Hardy & McGuire, 2010, 
Wooten & Hoffman, 2008), I use Pierre Bourdieu’s original language of  simply the “field” (e.g. Bourdieu & 
Wacquant, 1992; Swartz, 1997).  	  
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institutions while allowing the precise membership and positions of occupants to fluctuate over 

time (Davis, 2005). Using the space of the field as a level of analysis may be especially relevant 

in “unsettled times such as today” as researchers seek to develop frameworks for understanding 

social problems and “how settlements come about” (Davis & Marquis, 2005, p. 337).   

Yet despite this persistent and growing interest in theories at the field level, field research 

has been fraught with complexity and opposing approaches.  While various field approaches hold 

similar views of fields as providing structure to enduring social relations in a shared arena of 

activities (McAdam & Scott, 2005), underlying many of the differences lies a divergence in 

theoretical approaches to the role of structure and agency.  While some seminal institutional 

definitions describe the field as a level of analysis characterized by relative stability (DiMaggio 

& Powell, 1983; Scott, 1995) others see the field as constantly in flux (Fligstein & McAdam, 

2012) and as a “space of conflict and competition” (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992) bringing 

together actors with divergent interests who clash over “issues” (Hoffman, 1999) and who may 

even engage in “institutional war” (White, 1992). 

One of the most important impacts of the differences in field perspectives has been 

varying approaches to, and interpretations of, why and how fields change. Within the 

institutional theory view of the field, stability, structure, and isomorphism were historically 

emphasized at the expense of understanding processes and mechanisms of change (Greenwood 

& Suddaby, 2006; Hensmans, 2003).  However, more recent theoretical developments have 

begun to examine how fields emerge, survive, and change acknowledging that field change is 

frequent (Ansari, Wijen, & Gray, 2013; Fligstein & McAdam, 2012; Hoffman, 1999) and may 

alter the “positions, understandings, and rules” of the field (Hardy & McGuire, 2010, p. 1366). 

Although early research on field change began with a primary focus on the role of exogenous 
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shocks or jolts and external actors (Meyer, Gaba, & Colwell, 2005), recent research has now also 

identified a vital role for purposive central and embedded actors in field-level change (Beckert, 

2010; Greenwood & Suddaby, 2006; Sauder, 2008).  Concomitant with this growing interest in 

theories of change, and the agentic and often purposeful actions of field agents, has been a new 

and expanding focus on the mechanisms and processes of transformation. However, mirroring a 

broader neglect of power and politics in institutional theory (Courpasson, Arellano-Gault, 

Brown, & Lounsbury, 2008; Clegg, 2010; Greenwood, Oliver, Sahlin, & Suddaby, 2008; 

Lawrence, 2008) these mechanisms may not yet offer a complete picture of the actions of field 

agents (Campbell, 2005; McAdam, Tarrow, & Tilly, 2001).  

This relative neglect of the role of powerful agents, and their actions, is particularly 

interesting as it stands in contrast to early sociological work on institutions. Stinchcombe (1968, 

in Scott, 2001, p. 25) defined institutions as “a structure in which powerful people are committed 

to some value or interest,” suggesting that they regenerate these institutions through various tools 

and techniques designed to enhance and maintain their positions and power.  In their seminal 

work on institutional theory, DiMaggio and Powell (1983) also posited that seeking both 

institutional and political legitimacy provided key actors “the power to set premises” such as 

norms and standards (p. 157).  However, almost a decade later the authors warned that their 

earlier curiosity had been largely overlooked, commenting that these actors and their “power and 

interests have been slighted topics in institutional analysis” (DiMaggio & Powell, 1991, p. 30). 

Yet it would be erroneous to say that agents and interests are entirely absent from 

institutional and field theory, and the recent interest in the actors who drive field change offers 

some particularly promising progress.  Beginning with DiMaggio’s (1988) efforts to explore the 

role of agents or institutional entrepreneurs in institutional theory, Oliver’s works on strategic 
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actions by organizations in an institutional setting (1991) and deinstitutionalization (1992) soon 

followed. All three of these papers are seen as seminal contributions in reintroducing agency to 

institutional theory (Lawrence & Suddaby, 2006).  The recent and growing recognition of a role 

for internal or endogenous and purposeful actors in field change is by necessity leading to 

increased attention to the role of agency that was so dominant in earlier approaches (Bourdieu & 

Wacquant, 1992; Swartz, 1997; White, 1992).  This reemerging interest harkens back to the 

earlier work, mentioned above, which considered institutions the product of an active and highly 

political negotiation process (Selznick, 1948) where elites gain the power to define norms and 

appropriate models of organizational structure (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983, p. 157) and is 

pushing for a greater understanding of the deliberate ‘political choices’ made by organizational 

actors (Oakes, Townley, & Cooper, 1998, p. 262) as they actively manipulate the apparently 

stable rules and resources of the field (Fligstein & McAdam, 2012). Such purposeful and often 

strategic actions shape and alter taken-for-granted cognitive field structures, models of action, 

and power arrangements (Lounsbury, Ventresca, & Hirsch, 2003; Santos & Eisenhardt, 2009). 

An agency-centered approach to field analysis entails recognizing the different and multifaceted 

social forces that exist within the field and the interaction of these forces and agency processes in 

bringing about change (Beckert, 2010).  

Yet despite the progress outlined above, recent authors increasingly point to the general 

absence of concepts agency, and often related concepts of power, in institutional analysis broadly 

(Courpasson, Arellano-Gault, Brown, & Lounsbury, 2008; Clegg, 2010; Greenwood, Oliver, 

Sahlin, & Suddaby, 2008; Lawrence, 2008), and in field analysis more specifically (Barley, 

2010; Fligstein & McAdam, 2012; Hoffman, 2001; Martin, 2003) as a challenge for 

understanding processes of change.  Recent authors note the need for greater incorporation of 
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“considerations of agency, power and interests into analyses of institutional fields” (Hardy & 

Maguire, 2008), specifically of the role of select types of understudied actors ranging from 

corporations to individuals and those with traditionally lower power positions (Barley, 2010; 

Clegg, 2010; Greenwood, 2008; Hardy & Maguire, 2008; Lawrence, Leca, & Zilber, 2013) 

In this dissertation I investigate the role of the actors and agents who participate in field 

change and maintenance using the field of U.S. municipal water services as a research context.  

This empirical setting offers opportunities for theory development as well as a source of 

problem-driven research (Davis, 2005). Taking the emerging water crisis and the struggle for 

water control as a context for theoretical inquiry on the actors and mechanisms of field-level 

change allowed for in-depth analysis of the dynamics and processes at play (Davis & Marquis, 

2005; Wooten & Hoffman, 2008).  Moreover, based in a field increasingly in conflict, this study 

allowed for the exploration of the role of endogenous and purposeful field actors at both the 

macro and micro-levels in field change and maintenance.  In doing so, I acknowledge that 

external events, shocks, and jolts, as described in the rich prior literature on field change 

(Hoffman, 1999; Meyer, Gaba, & Colwell, 2005), have had and continue to have ongoing effects 

on this and other water-based fields and the context within which my study occurred.  Similarly, 

I follow in the tradition of Bourdieu’s seminal work on fields and habitus in acknowledging an 

important role for pre-existing context and structure even while pursuing an interest in the role of 

agentic actors, seeing these as two dimensions of social reality (Swartz, 1997). I contend, 

however, that while these events may have stimulated actors to take action that they might not 

have taken in circumstances of stability, these events open field dynamics and actors up to 

scrutiny allowing for a view of contestation and the role of agentic actors in shaping the field that 

might not otherwise be available to research inquiry.   
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In three related chapters, outlined in brief below, I take differing perspectives and 

approaches to these considerations and offer insight into the roles of agentic and purposeful field 

actors.  Chapter 2 addresses the role of individual micro actors and their interactions with macro 

actors as transnational institutional changes are introduced to the field, Chapter 3 explores the 

work of actors in fighting to maintain existing institutional structures in the face of change, and 

Chapter 4 examines the often overlooked role of central corporate actors in field change, I 

expand on these later in this introduction as I review these chapters. First, I summarize the 

research setting that informed and inspired these ideas and provided the research context for the 

empirical chapters. 

Research Context: Water Crisis and Water Wars 

Water is a natural resource that is essential for the existence of life and complex 

ecological systems, and the emerging water crisis is similarly complex.  Water has frequently 

been regarded as distinct from both other resources and other public utilities, making it a unique 

resource and one with inherent management challenges.  Drawing from the vast literature on the 

topic, I begin this section by outlining the factors that make water, and water issues, particularly 

pressing social, economic, and environmental challenges as well as a topic of interest to 

managers and management research (Bakker, 2004; Barlow, 2011; CDP and Deloitte, 2011; 

Espeland, 1998; Feldman, 2012; Johnston & Donahue, 1998; KPMG, 2012; Kurland & Zell, 

2010; UNESCO, 2006).   

First, water is non-fungible, with no known substitutes for many of its current uses, 

including human consumption. Water is also fugitive, moving across the globe and varying 

significantly in both quantity (across seasons and annually) and form (from vapor to rain, snow, 

and ice). The bulky nature of water presents challenges in moving water resources from more 
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plentiful regions to regions with higher demand, and creates costs that are exorbitant for many 

users and uses. Further, water resources are often open access, with limited ability to regulate 

usage yet with significant potential for misuse, presenting a typical problem of the ‘commons’ 

(Hardin, 1968; Ostrom, 1990). Finally, water is often characterized by deep cultural meanings 

and community attachments (Johnston & Donahue, 1998). Water may even have spiritual and 

religious dimensions in many communities, such as the principles of water usage and rights 

prescribed by Islamic law (Hassoun, 1998) or the various water purification rituals that pervade 

religious and spiritual practices from Christianity and Shinto to Hinduism and Judaism and 

beyond (Solomon, 2010). These complex relationships with water further complicate water 

management and governance.   

Although isolated and local water shortages and conflicts have presented ongoing historic 

problems, broad-based recognition of the growing challenges of water management emerged 

only recently. The still controversial Dublin Statement of 1992 and the first meeting of global 

ministers of the environment and water at the World Water Forum (WWF) in 2003 focused on 

the implications of growing water scarcity as well as quality and quantity issues, recognizing 

emerging global pressures on scarce freshwater resources (Bakker, 2007).  This concern grew 

rapidly and today there is extensive agreement that water resources are reaching, or have 

reached, a crisis point.  Corporate actors (2030 Water Resource Group, 2009; Ernst & Young, 

2012; KPMG, 2012), global governments and institutions (UNESCO, 2006; United Nations, 

2010; WBCSD, 2009; WHO, 2012), and the environmental and social justice movements 

(Barlow, 2007; Goldman, 2007) have all called attention to this emerging crisis in recent years.  

The causes of this water crisis are complex and multifaceted. On the supply side, factors 

such as climate change are increasing pressures on water sources. More frequent incidences of 
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weather events, such as floods and earthquakes, threaten local freshwater supplies, change 

precipitation patterns in already drought-prone regions, and reduce the glaciers and snowpack 

that feed many key global waterways (Morrison, Morikawa, Murphy, & Schulte, 2009).  

Similarly, increased urbanization reduces the ability of rainwater to replenish groundwater 

resources, while pollution of freshwater supplies from sewage effluent, deforestation, and urban 

and agricultural runoff further reduce the quality of diminished freshwater supplies (KPMG, 

2012; UNESCO, 2006). On the demand side, growing pressures on water resources stem from 

factors including population increases, expanding need for irrigation for agriculture, new 

industrial methods that demand intensive water supplies (IT, clothing, etc.), increased energy 

production, and new energy production methods that pollute and may irreversibly remove 

freshwater supplies from the hydrological cycle (Feldman, 2012; UNESCO, 2006).  U.N. 

Water’s U.N. World Water Development Report 2015 predicts global water demand will increase 

by 55% between 2000 and 2050, with manufacturing, thermal electricity generation, and 

domestic use as the leading factors, as illustrated in Figure 1 (UN Water, 2015). The often touted 

‘reclaimed wastewater’ and ‘desalination’ solutions to the crisis themselves pose challenges.  

The significant expense they entail as well as excessive land and energy requirements, highly 

polluted effluent and local marine impacts, and further contributions to climate change mean that 

they are unlikely to offer a sufficient solution to global freshwater supply in the foreseeable 

future (Feldman, 2012). 
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Figure 1:	  Global Water Demand: Baseline Scenario 2000 and 2050	  	  (U.N. Water, 2015) 

	  
 

Water scarcity and quality deterioration are having profound impacts across sectors, 

including on humans, natural environments, and business.  First are significant social and 

population impacts as a result of the large numbers of the world’s population who do not have 

access to safe drinking water and sanitation.  The World Health Organization (WHO) estimates 

that 780 million people worldwide lacked safe drinking water in 2010 while 2.5 billion lacked 

access to sufficient sanitation (WHO, 2012).  The U.N. estimates that annual deaths from the 

waterborne diseases diarrhea and malaria alone are 1.8 and 1.3 million respectively, with over 

90% of such deaths occurring in children under the age of five (UNESCO, 2006).  The WHO 

reports that over 80% of all sicknesses and disease worldwide can be traced to contaminated 

water (WHO, 2009).   

Second, water stresses are also having serious impacts on local ecosystems and the 

human and natural systems they sustain. The World Wildlife Fund’s (WWF) Freshwater Living 

Planet Index, which tracks populations of 737 species of fish, birds, reptiles and mammals in 

global freshwater ecosystems, shows a 37% decline in global freshwater systems since 1970 
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(WWF, 2013). In China local officials have acknowledged that up to 60% of rivers and up to 

90% of urban groundwater sources are severely polluted (Kaiman, 2013; The Wall Street 

Journal, 2013). In North America, the once mighty Colorado River has been so heavily diverted 

and dammed for human uses that it has not reached its Pacific delta consistently for almost 50 

years (The Nature Conservancy, 2014).  Other examples of localized water quality and quantity 

problems abound. 

Finally, the water crisis is also impacting business and industry. In 2015 the World 

Economic Forum named ‘water crises’ as the leading global economic risk in terms of impact 

based on surveys of top experts and economic leaders (World Economic Forum, 2015). Water 

scarcity has also been identified as a leading business trend among executives involved in 

corporate sustainability, as well as a key point of vulnerability for business (Ernst & Young, 

2012).  The Carbon Disclosure Project’s introduction in 2011 of water disclosure reporting, 

based on responses of 593 businesses to questions posed by financial institutions with US$57 

trillion in assets, finds that 80% of corporations see water issues affecting their business in the 

next five years (CDP and Deloitte, 2011), with 70% seeing it as posing a substantial risk (CDP 

and Deloitte, 2013).  Water is increasingly being recognized as an important business risk for a 

variety of reasons including water shortages, quality issues, price and access volatility, and even 

reputational threats (KPMG, 2012).  Industrial usage is also forecasted to be a key contributor to 

increased water demands, with estimates suggesting that industrial usage in China alone could 

account for 40% of increased industrial water demand globally by 2030 (2030 Water Resource 

Group, 2009). Industries that are deemed to be particularly vulnerable include water-intensive 

sectors such as clothing, automobiles, food and beverage, biotech and pharmaceutical, 

electronics, mining, refining, and electrical utilities (Pacific Institute, 2007).   
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As a result of pressures on finite water resources, a growing industry is rapidly emerging 

around the privatized supply of water, leading numerous corporations and transnational 

institutions to push for increased market-based solutions to solving distribution challenges.  On 

the other end of the spectrum, the self-proclaimed ‘water justice movement’ is attempting to 

maintain the traditional model of public ownership and delivery of water and to protect a human 

‘right to water’ (Bakker, 2007; Goldman, 2007). This emerging battle is therefore pitting two 

divergent views of water access and control against one another as those who believe that water 

is a public right and shared ‘commons’ debate those who argue that privatization of water as a 

‘commodity’ is a more efficient means of managing water resources (Barlow, 2007; Gardner & 

Simmons, 2012; The Economist, 2011).  Emerging debates over water control, management, and 

public and private water provision are now gaining public and media attention in cities across 

California and Ireland and from Detroit to Rio de Janeiro.  These emerging water issues and 

diverse viewpoints have even reached the steps of the Vatican as Pope Francis included a section 

on “The Issue of Water” in a recent Encyclical (The Vatican, 2015, p. 22) to the hundreds of 

millions of global followers of the Catholic faith, stating: 

Even as the quality of available water is constantly diminishing, in some places there is a 
growing tendency, despite its scarcity, to privatize this resource, turning it into a 
commodity subject to the laws of the market. Yet access to safe drinkable water is a basic 
and universal human right, since it is essential to human survival and, as such, is a 
condition for the exercise of other human rights. – Encyclical, 2015 (Part II, #30, p.23) 
 
It is these ongoing and growing debates that provide the broad context for this 

dissertation research.  Of course, ‘water’ is an immensely broad and complex topic. In the next 

section I explain how I narrowed down both the field of study and the geographical context in 

order to better examine water challenges and field change in a more defined research site. 
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Research Site: Field of U.S. Municipal Water Services 

Given the scope of the global water crisis as a research context, as well as the breadth of 

actors, issues, and data which this context encompasses, the necessity of bounding the research 

became clear in the preliminary stages of this project.  Following Ansari et al.’s (2013) efforts to 

bound their study on the field of climate change, discussions with experts and gaining familiarity 

with key documents, events, and actors allowed for the identification of ‘municipal water 

services’ as a distinct field within the larger global water domain. Further, following this same 

process, the current study will also focus primarily on U.S. municipal water services. While a 

global struggle over water is occurring at the international level, the vast majority of decisions 

over control and ownership of water and waters services are played out at the national and even 

municipal levels (Bakker, 2007; Robinson, 2010).   

Although Scott (1994) suggests that the boundaries of fields are not geographic but are 

culturally, politically, and socially defined, Greenwood et al. (2002) note that field delineation is 

somewhat subjective.  Further, while acknowledging that fields frequently extend across social 

and political jurisdictions, these authors note that some of the complexity and multiplicity of 

fields may need to be overlooked in order to “render the complexity more manageable” 

(Greenwood, Suddaby, & Hinings, 2002, p. 63).  I therefore follow the example of numerous 

recent field studies that, despite Scott’s caution, favour geographic bounding of field studies to 

coincide with national borders, especially where these also reflect regulatory or institutional 

boundaries (Ansari & Phillips, 2011; Greenwood, Suddaby, & Hinings, 2002; Hoffman, 1999; 

Lounsbury, Ventresca, & Hirsch, 2003; Purdy & Gray, 2009; Van Wijk, Stam, Elfring, Zietsma, 

& Den Hond, 2013). Sharp national variations in cultural, regulatory, and policy environments 

and institutions with regards to water usage and ownership make geographic bounding 
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particularly relevant in this case.  However, following Scott’s (1994) insight as well as the 

example of prior field studies, I acknowledge and will include the role of international trends and 

institutions as part of the more narrowly defined field (Ansari, Wijen, & Gray, 2013; Ansari & 

Phillips, 2011; Greenwood, Suddaby, & Hinings, 2002; Hardy & McGuire, 2010) following 

recent arguments that fields are in fact ‘nested’ within one another (Fligstein & McAdam, 2012) 

and the fact that these trends are key to understanding more localized field changes. 

The field of U.S. municipal water services – referring to the water and sewerage services 

provided by communities to their citizens – is at the forefront of the global water crisis and 

provides a current example of pressures for field change, as well as the actors and mechanisms 

underlying such change. More specifically, conflict over ownership and delivery of municipal 

water services in the U.S. context is representative of the larger global debate over water 

governance and control. As with most other OECD countries, public ownership of water 

resources in the U.S. has been entrenched in institutionalized systems of supply and regulation 

for well over a century (Masten, 2010; Pérard, 2009). Although a mix of ownership structures 

characterized 19th century U.S. cities, private ownership and control of local waterworks 

dominated. However, economic and population growth led to increasing municipalization, as 

shown in Figure 2.  By 1896, all but 9 of 50 major American municipal water systems were 

publicly owned and operated (Jacobson & Tarr, 1994).  The fact that water and sewer systems 

became almost overwhelmingly publicly owned from the 19th Century onwards, even in the face 

of large-scale privatization of other public utilities, has been called an “aberrant” case (Priest, 

1993) and a “puzzle” (Masten, 2010) in the utilities literature. The causes of this aberration have 

spawned a lively debate in regulatory economics and have been attributed to such factors as 

pricing disagreements on infrastructure extensions to less dense urban areas in private systems; 
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the ability of private operators to hold cities ‘hostage’ over rates; health and safety concerns with 

uncoordinated operations including the locations of water intakes and sewage outflows, as well 

as firefighting access; the relatively low costs and high efficiency of public provision; and, the 

recognition of an important link between water security and economic growth (Beecher & 

Kalmbach, 2013; Masten, 2010). 

 
Figure 2: Percentage of Private Waterworks in the United States from 1800  (Pérard, 2009) 
 

	  

 

This broad move to public ownership has remained relatively stable for the U.S., but 

private systems serving small communities and housing developments have continued to be 

common in recent decades.  Although the share of private water systems in the U.S. increased 

from a low of 30% in the 1920s to roughly 50% by 2009, as illustrated in Figure 2 (Pérard, 

2009), large municipal systems have continued to be almost exclusively publicly owned 

throughout this period. Currently only 10 to 20% of the U.S. population is served by private 
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systems (Pérard, 2009), accounting for less than 10% of water sales (Beecher & Kalmbach, 

2013). However, this stable field appears to now be undergoing increased fluctuations and 

increased conflict. Estimates suggest that over 1,400 U.S. water systems have been privatized 

since 1991 (Food and Water Watch, 2010). As of 2010, as illustrated in Figure 3, roughly 39 

water systems serving over 11 million citizens were facing the possibility of privatization, with 

another 17 potential privatizations already suspended due to public resistance (Food and Water 

Watch, 2010).  In addition to increases in the aggregate number of privatized systems, these 

privatizations now include substantially larger municipal systems than ever before, with cities 

such as San Diego, Chicago, Indianapolis, Detroit, Miami, Tampa, St. Louis, New York and 

Seattle all considering, or believed by activists to have considered, privatizing some or all of 

their water systems (Food and Water Watch, 2010).  
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Figure 3: Sales and Concessions of U.S. Municipal Waterworks 2008-2010 (Grant, 2010) 
 

	  

 

Case selection. Several characteristics of the field of U.S. municipal water services make 

this an excellent research context for studying and expanding on theories of field change, the role 

of strategic actors in such change, and mechanisms of change. First, this is a field that appears to 

be beginning a transition amidst increased pressures and one where conflict over the ‘rules’ that 

govern the field is apparent (Fligstein & McAdam, 2012). In North America and the majority of 

OECD nations, public ownership of water resources and delivery of municipal water services 

have been institutionalized for well over a century (Masten, 2010; Pérard, 2009), making this a 

historically mature and stable field.  Yet this longstanding public ownership and control of water 

services is now under increased pressure to change as the global population receiving water from 
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private sources is expected to triple to 1.2 billion between 2000 and 2015 (Goldman, 2007).  In 

the U.S. alone, estimates suggest that numerous public water systems face the possibility of sales 

or concessions to private companies as the number of privatizations increases rapidly (Food and 

Water Watch, 2010).  However, privatizations are, in many jurisdictions, being met with public 

outcry and resistance that has been seen as “potent” by industry analysts (Connors & Purtill, 

2010), suggesting an increasingly contested field.  The speed of transformation in this field also 

allows for the documentation of fundamental structural changes over a relatively compressed 

time period, while still being current enough to offer opportunities for interviews and 

observations to enrich archival data sources (Ansari & Phillips, 2011). In addition, fields, like 

water services, which are evolving as a result of pressures and demands surrounding 

sustainability, have been identified as valuable sites for theoretical and empirical research. Due 

to the contested ideologies at play, the intersection of business and sustainability make these 

contested fields a “timely and useful domain” for empirical and theoretical research on field 

dynamics (Hoffman & Ventresca, 2002, p. 12). The field of municipal water services therefore 

presents a suitable case study for analyzing the mechanisms of field change.  I provide further 

discussion on my choice of research sites in Chicago and Detroit in the relevant chapters below. 

Overview of Chapters 

In this section I outline the structure of the remainder of this dissertation. I present my 

research in three independent but related chapters that allow me to explore different aspects of 

my interest in the role of power, agency and politics in field change and stability. This structure 

allowed me to be true to the data and findings as they emerged through my time in the field, 

permitting each idea to emerge from the data inductively. At the same time, the data collection 

and my interests continued to be guided by my initial proposed research questions on power and 
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agency in field change. As such, each of these chapters has been written to stand alone as the 

basis for a research paper as well as to serve as part of a unified whole. Here I briefly review the 

subsequent three chapters as well as outlining the literatures which inspired these papers and 

their individual contributions to specific aspects of this integrated inquiry on the role of agency 

in field change.  

Chapter Two of this dissertation offers the first of two empirical examinations of my case 

sites, focusing specifically on a case study of Detroit during the water shutoffs of 2014. Using 

both a historiography of archival data and an extensive qualitative case study of the Detroit water 

shutoffs from 2013 through 2015, I explore how a macro-level institutional and field change, the 

passage of the Human Right to Water and Sanitation at the United Nations in 2010, impacted 

micro-level actions and change. I ask at the outset: What role do individuals play in multi-level 

field change processes over time and how do events facilitate such interactions?  In answering 

this question I seek to contribute to the nascent literature that examines interactions between 

actors across levels of the field and the mechanisms (Wright & Zammuto, 2013) and events 

(Hardy & McGuire, 2010; Schüssler, Rüling, & Wittneben, 2014) that facilitate such interaction. 

First, I find there were four stages of change in the understandings, positions, and rules of the 

field at the local level over the period of the study.  However, the transitions between these 

stages were not driven simply by external events, jolts, or field configuring events.  I find that 

several informal opportunities for macro and micro actors to connect, which I term field 

configuring interactions, served to catalyze and amplify change. These interactions provided 

opportunities for actors across levels to connect when they otherwise would not have, as well as 

to spread energy, support or enhance emotions, and generally change the dynamics and 

understandings of the change process. Second, building on extant literature on institutions, 



	   20	  

shame, and emotions (Creed, Hudson, Okhuysen, & Smith-Crowe, 2014; Collins, 1981; 

Durkheim, 1912/1965) I identify four novel mechanisms of change that have not been captured 

in the fields literature to explain these field transitions: collective catharsis, moral catalysis, 

moral amplification, and potentiation. The findings of this research contribute to the emerging 

understanding of the multi-level interactions between actors across levels of the field, extending 

existing models and findings (Wright & Zammuto, 2013) with an explicit examination of the role 

of individual actors and agents and the impact that their actions and reactions have on field 

change in conjunction with macro-actors and key field events.  

In Chapter Three, the second of my two empirical studies, I look not at change but at the 

related yet often overlooked activities of field and institutional maintenance, and again examine 

the role of individual actors as they sought to protect the institution of public water. Although 

change and maintenance activities are intrinsically interlinked (Clegg, 1989), less is understood 

about the actors and activities, or work, of maintenance in the face of pressures for change. In 

particular, extant research offers little insight into who these actors are and what motivates this 

work (Lawrence, Leca, & Zilber, 2013). Based on early emerging findings in my study and my 

initial research interests on agency I ask two related questions. First: How do institutional 

workers maintain neglected institutions and what forms does this work take? And, second: Who 

are the actors participating in institutional maintenance work and why do they engage? I answer 

these question using the field of U.S. municipal water services as a research context and 

qualitative data including 41 interviews with leading actors in Detroit and Chicago to provide an 

“in vivo and in situ” study (Lawrence, Leca, & Zilber, 2013, p. 1029). My findings contribute to 

the understanding of the role of agents in field change in two important ways.  First, I 

demonstrate that there is an important role for the actors that defend and maintain institutions, 



	   21	  

and I show that they are not homogenous. I develop a typology of actors maintaining institutions 

in a contested field – warriors, converts, practitioners, and revisionists – and I discuss the 

drivers and motivations of the involvement of each type. Second, I uncover several unique forms 

of institutional work that have not been recognized in the literature, which suggest that the work 

of maintaining neglected and highly taken-for-granted institutions may require unique forms of 

maintenance in order to restore and regenerate the structures and rules of the institution, I find 

that this work begins with engaging attention and cultivating commitment through what I term 

institutional renewal. 

Finally, in Chapter Four I am inspired by several recent authors who suggest that our 

understanding of how organizations, and corporations in particular, impact their environments 

and field change as strategic actors remains limited (Barley, 2010; Greenwood, 2008).  This 

lapse reflects the broader neglect of the role of power and political processes in change and in the 

understanding of the mechanisms of field change. This chapter and the research question it poses 

were inspired by my background readings on changes to the field of water and by my subsequent 

data gathering.  However, due to challenges with data availability and the fact that many of these 

events occurred in the past but were not well documented, I chose to approach these issues from 

a conceptual perspective integrating literature on fields with outside research to develop a 

conceptual model and propositions on these behaviours.  Therefore, while I discuss my 

inspiration and its connections to the prior two chapters and to water issues more broadly in the 

introduction to Chapter 4, it is intended as a stand-alone conceptual piece addressing some of the 

questions posed in my proposal that the empirical chapters were not able to fully explore. I ask 

two related questions.  First, I seek to extend a growing body of field research that argues for an 

important role for central actors in change activities, yet offers little insight as to when these 
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actors are likely to undertake such activities despite their embeddedness by asking: When are 

central field actors, specifically corporate actors, likely to undertake strategic field change 

activities?  Second, I seek to extend emerging insights on the mechanisms of field change by 

asking whether these actors may in fact favour different means of change and ask: What 

mechanisms of change are central corporate actors most likely to use when undertaking 

strategic field change? In response, this chapter develops a theoretical framework suggesting 

that the growing body of research on field theory would benefit from incorporating insights from 

the related but generally distinct literatures on corporate political action and nonmarket strategy 

(Baron & Diermeier, 2007; Bonardi & Keim, 2005; Hillman & Hitt, 1999).  I argue that the 

actions of central and endogenous and internal field actors, in this case specifically corporations, 

have been understudied and are likely to be more prevalent than expected from the institutional 

theory literature. Further, I go on to develop propositions on when and how these activities are 

most likely to be taken by seemingly embedded actors.  These findings contribute to the nascent 

literature on the role of endogenous actors in field change (Greenwood & Suddaby, 2006; Wright 

& Zammuto, 2013), the role of corporate actors in shaping their environments (Barley, 2010; 

Greenwood, 2008), and the political mechanisms and interests at work in field change (Hardy & 

Maguire, 2008).  

Summary 

This research and dissertation work seeks to offer several broad contributions to both 

theory and practice, the specifics of which I develop in detail in the following chapters. 

However, I offer here a summary of the overall contributions of this work, beginning with its 

theoretical contributions. First, in recognition of growing attention to a role for purposeful and 

strategic endogenous field actors in change processes, I draw attention to the roles and 
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interactions of actors in the field of U.S. municipal water services as the debate on water 

provision plays out in international bodies and local governments. By examining a field currently 

in flux, I am able to study the role of organizations in influencing and shaping their environment, 

thereby heeding a variety of calls for more empirical attention to, and insight into, such 

purposeful and agentic activities (Barley, 2006; Greenwood, 2008).  As part of this work, I 

examine in situ the activities of individual actors, often overlooked due to their lower power and 

status, in shaping change from the bottom up (Lawrence, Leca, & Zilber, 2013).  I find an 

important role for these understudied actors, their activities, and their interactions with actors at 

other levels of the field. Second, I answer calls for the study of the mechanisms of field 

transformation in periods when “rules of play are revealed and contested” (Davis & Marquis, 

2005, p. 341).  In doing so I specifically examine the role of relational, environmental, and more 

overtly political mechanisms of change and their interactions with the cognitive mechanisms 

described in detail in several prior studies (Ansari, Wijen, & Gray, 2013; Davis & Marquis, 

2005).  Third, I provide insight into the interlinked processes of institutional change and 

maintenance. Here I follow Clegg’s (1989) assertion that all theories of order are also theories of 

change. Examining local examples of a field in transformation allows insight into the 

motivations and actions of actors as they balance maintenance and change activities and enact 

different “strands” of “institutional prescriptions” (Creed, Hudson, Okhuysen, & Smith-Crowe, 

2014).  

In addition to the theoretical contributions of this research, this project also offers the 

opportunity to provide relevant and highly sought after insights to business practitioners and 

policy-makers.  I address these in two parts beginning with more general lessons for business and 

policy followed by water-specific insights.  Following on the theoretical insights above, 
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practitioners may draw from this research the vital importance of motivated, strategic, and 

purposeful actors in making broad-based, systemic, and field level change.  Each of these studies 

shows that while macro-level changes and structural support are vital for change, so to are the 

work and actions of micro-levels actors and organizations.  This suggests that real change, or 

resistance against change, may not be as effective or successful when divisions persist between 

broad ideas and reality, or between levels of actors across government, NGOs, activist groups, or 

corporations. Also, this study shows that when we give the importance of individual drivers of 

engagement and change sufficient attention we see that the emotional and moral components of 

change take on much more importance than they are often given, and that these must be 

considered both as we understand how change is effectively made or how changes are effectively 

resisted and existing institutions and structures maintained in the face of challenges.  

The context of water issues in which this research takes place also offers important 

insights to business and policy practitioners. Business and industry associations around the globe 

are recognizing the fundamental challenges that growing water shortages represent for operations 

(2030 Water Resource Group, 2009; CDP and Deloitte, 2011; KPMG, 2012).  Yet, despite this 

growing attention, management scholarship has lagged behind in studying water demands and 

the business implications of water scarcity, as well as the stakeholder and institutional forces that 

businesses face around water (Kurland & Zell, 2010).  This has led to calls for further research 

that recognizes the centrality of water for business in a ‘water-constrained’ reality (Kurland & 

Zell, 2010).  While policy research has been more advanced in considering the quality and 

quantity issues surrounding water, as well as a rich history in legal applications of complex water 

law and policy, social sciences research has not yet been fully engaged for the important insights 

it may bring to water conflicts and crises.  The research presented herein hopes to inform both 
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business and policy by drawing attention to water challenges, providing better understandings of 

the dynamics and pressures for both change and maintenance that engender conflict, and 

highlighting the social, cultural, political, and emotional attachments that citizens hold for this 

resource, many of which are explored herein.   

Further, this study touches on the myriad of related social issues and contextual factors 

which make water challenges so complex – including but not limited to health, racism, and 

inequality – yet which are not always well understood in the business and policy realms.  The 

field of municipal water services is also inextricably linked to a variety of environmental issues, 

not the least of which is climate change, as well as global food and energy supply and growing 

global inequalities in resource access, and is already the source of a multitude of global health 

and security challenges (UNESCO, 2006; WHO, 2012). In summary, it is my hope that a better 

understanding of these dynamics as well as the pressures for field change in a water-scarce world 

will provide some insight to the governments, businesses, NGOs, policymakers, and individuals 

who will determine how nations regulate, distribute, and monitor water demands and usage and 

protect this vital resource for both human and non-human uses.   
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CHAPTER TWO 

Think Global, Drink Local:  
Field Configuring Interactions and the Water Crisis in Detroit 

 

 

Introduction 
 

“It exacerbates inequalities. It stigmatizes people and renders the most vulnerable  
even more helpless.”  

Catarina de Albuquerque, United Nations Rapporteur on Water,  
Detroit, October, 2014 

 
“There is no such right or law.” 

Federal Judge Rhodes, Detroit, September 2014 
 

Water scarcity and quality deterioration are having profound impacts on both humans and 

natural environments with vast numbers of the world’s population already unable to access safe 

drinking water and sanitation. The World Health Organization (WHO) estimates that 780 million 

people worldwide lacked safe drinking water in 2010 while 2.5 billion lacked access to sufficient 

sanitation (WHO, 2012).  Over 80% of all sicknesses and disease worldwide can be traced to 

contaminated water (WHO, 2009).  Such water access issues are linked to broader global 

inequities. Those lacking adequate water and sanitation are far more likely to be living in poverty 
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and to be otherwise marginalized or disadvantaged: live in developing countries, live in rural 

areas, and be women and children (de Albuquerque & Roaf, 2012). Even the inability to access 

clean and sufficient water and sanitation resources is itself linked to inequalities, exacerbating 

gender inequality as well as inequities in access to education, housing, food and health outcomes 

(de Albuquerque & Roaf, 2012). 

After decades of struggle between a variety of global groups and nation states interested 

in water challenges and scarcity, in July 2010 the United Nations (U.N.) General Assembly 

passed the Human Right to Water and Sanitation and thereby recognized “the right to safe and 

clean drinking water and sanitation as a human right that is essential for the full enjoyment of the 

right to life” (United Nations, 2010).  As the U.N.’s Catarina de Albuquerqueii states, the intent 

of a human rights approach is to “…challenge the existing power relations by stating that 

inequalities in access to water and sanitation are not only morally unacceptable, but also 

prohibited in international law. This requires States to revisit legislation, policies and practice, 

and to examine how to ensure that all people enjoy their rights equally.” (de Albuquerque & 

Roaf, 2012, p. 28). As such, the introduction of the human right to water as a partial remedy for 

deep inequalities in water and sanitation access can be seen as an institutional change, or at least 

an attempt at such, with potential for field-wide impacts.   

Although long seen as sites of stability and structure, field change has become a central 

focus of research in recent years (Fligstein & McAdam, 2012; Greenwood, Suddaby, & Hinings, 

2002) and may impact one or all of the key components of the field including the “positions, 

understandings, and rules” (Hardy & McGuire, 2010, p. 1366).  While literature has examined 

the role of both external and internal actors in field change, interactions between core and 

peripheral actors and macro and micro actors, and the processes by which these interactions 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
ii	  United Nations Special Rapporteur on the Human Right to Safe Drinking Water and Sanitation	  
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occur, have traditionally been far less developed (Kraemer, Whiteman, & Banerjee, 2013; 

Wright & Zammuto, 2013). With one of the few current studies to offer an explanation of 

interactions across levels, Wright and Zammuto (2013) offer an insightful model of interactions 

between organizational, field and societal actors in a historical study of processes of change to 

the field of English cricket.  However, the limitations of archival data preclude the inclusion of 

individual actors in this model meaning that studies of field interactions across actors and levels 

have failed to adequately consider the role of individual actors in field “trickle-up and trickle-

down processes” (Schüssler, Rüling, & Wittneben, 2014).  As a result, understandings of field 

change and maintenance processes, like contemporary institutionalism more broadly is 

“…grappling with the important question: What are we to do about people?” (Hallett & 

Ventresca, 2006, p. 230). 

While field actors at various levels have been shown to impact field change, a rich 

tradition of field literature also recognizes an important role for shocks and jolts in stimulating 

change ranging from economic (Haveman, Russo, & Meyer, 2001, p. 253) to environmental 

(Hoffman, 1999) impacts. A growing body of research also notes an important role for ‘field 

configuring events’ such as trade shows, conferences, and formal meetings as sites where 

interactions between actors occur (Schüssler, Rüling, & Wittneben, 2014; Hardy & McGuire, 

2010; Zilber, 2007; Zilber, 2006). Yet these studies tend to focus on formalized events with 

limited invitation lists and attendees, leaving little understanding of the informal and 

unstructured events that may incorporate less powerful and less central field actors, or the 

grassroots of the field.  Seeking to further explore the interactions of field actors across levels, as 

well as the situations that may offer opportunities for such interaction, I ask: What role do 
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individuals play in multi-level field change processes over time and how do events facilitate such 

interactions?   

Using an extensive qualitative case study I examine how the human right to water, a 

global institutional change aimed at reducing inequality to water access, filtered down to the 

local level of the field in Detroit as tens of thousands of residents had their water disconnected in 

2014.  I identify several significant interactions between macro and micro level actors that led to 

transformations in individual attitudes, and eventually began to stimulate field change at the 

micro-level. I term these events field configuring interactions and argue that these often casual 

and informal interactions between micro and macro actors are in fact important events in field 

change “providing the occasions on which change breaks through” (Collins, 2004, p. 43).  The 

ability of such informal interactions to develop shared goals and values through intense shared 

experiences (Durkheim, 1912/1965), or to recognize shared emotions and experiences and to 

build confidence, moral justification, and the “courage to take action” (Collins, 2004, p. 38) is 

currently little understood in the field change literature.  My data also allows me to identify four 

unique mechanisms – collective catharsis, moral catalysis, moral amplification, and potentiation 

– that occur through these interactions suggesting progress in stages as local actors are first 

connected with one another and macro ideas, and then begin to change the understandings, 

positions, and rules of the field.                      

This study seeks to contribute to management theory and practice in four ways. First, I 

extend emergent but currently limited theory on the multi-level processes by which field change 

is executed (Wright & Zammuto, 2013).  I add to prior work by offering a current and in situ 

qualitative study of the micro-actions of individual field actors as a macro-level institutional 

change is introduced at the local level. Second, I extend current theories on the role of events 
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(Hardy & McGuire, 2010) and jolts (Meyer, 1982) in field change by identifying the importance 

of field configuring interactions between actors across levels as a stimulus and opening for 

change. Third, I contribute to a growing body of theory on field change mechanisms as I identify 

mechanisms of change that occur around these micro-macro interactions and take into account 

the emotional and communal quality of change that I observed in the field. Finally, I seek to 

contribute to a developing body of work in institutional theory and elsewhere on the impacts of 

inequality and the role of institutions in either perpetuating or reducing inequalities (Davis, 2009; 

Dover & Lawrence, 2010; Stiglitz, 2012). I do so by capturing these important events, 

demonstrating the challenges of introducing institutional change to enhance access to resources, 

and examining the processes and mechanisms by which global institutions focused on equality 

are introduced and reproduced at the local level.  I do so by exploring a case study based in one 

aspect of the emerging water crisis, access and affordability of water, also a topic that has been 

relatively overlooked in management research (Kurland & Zell, 2010).  

 

The Agents and Interactions of Field Change 
	  
Agents of Endogenous Field Change 

Theory and empirical studies have begun to develop a rich and growing body of research 

on how fields emerge, survive, and are transformed suggesting that in even the most stable fields, 

change is ongoing and both structures and positions are fluid (Fligstein & McAdam, 2012).  In a 

recent review of research on field change Wright and Zammuto (2013) identify what they term 

two “broad approaches for unpacking change processes” (p. 308) in mature fields.  These two 

approaches consider the actors who stimulate or lead change processes. First, what these authors 

term ‘horizontal’ processes draw on prior work identifying positions of actors at the “centre” and 
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the “periphery” of the field reflecting relative locations in respect to the institutions, values, 

understandings, and rules of the field (Shils, 1961). As Scott (2001) and others have noted, 

change in highly institutionalized systems confronts what has been termed the ‘paradox of 

embedded agency’ across various social sciences. As a result, early literature on endogenous 

field change often posited that internal pressures for change would stem from the peripheries of 

the field. At the peripheries, marginal actors were expected to be less embedded and 

contradictions and new ideas were more likely to gain traction (Greenwood & Suddaby, 2006; 

Seo & Creed, 2002), while penalties or sanctions for experimentation were less salient and the 

rewards for change potentially higher (Leblebici, Salancik, Copay, & King, 1991).  

Although research on the role of peripheral field actors in change processes has continued 

to proliferate it has been accompanied by the more recent emergence of a body of work 

suggesting that even central or elite field actors may have a role to play in endogenous field 

change efforts. Greenwood et al. (2002) illustrated a role for purposeful and central field actors 

in driving change arguing that seemingly stable and institutionally embedded professional bodies 

and associations can be both a party to and instigator of change by legitimizing discourse 

(Greenwood, Suddaby, & Hinings, 2002). Similarly, Sauder (2008) illustrates the role of existing 

field actors in allowing and legitimizing the entrance of external actors as the U.S. News’ law 

school rankings quickly took on a prominent field position. Central actors may use their 

resources and connections to span boundaries and gain exposure to alternative field logics 

(Greenwood & Suddaby, 2006) while their interconnections and domination may facilitate 

strategic and purposeful change (Beckert, 2010; Sauder, 2008).  

The second approach to understanding the actors who lead field change has built on a 

recently renewed interest in the role of micro-level actors and agents in field change and their 
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interaction with macro-level actors, structures, and institutions. Wright and Zammuto (2013) 

argue that these variances in field actors across levels of the field take a ‘vertical’ lens and follow 

on prior work that conceptualizes institutions as nested systems of actors across levels: 

individual, organizational, field, and society (Friedland & Alford, 1991). For instance, Barley 

and Tolbert (1997) theorize that change may be a bottom-up process whereby the actions of 

individuals are translated to the field level. Subsequent empirical work has supported this, for 

instance, Ansari and Phillips (2011) examine the role of consumers in bringing about micro-level 

innovations and stimulating micro-level field change. Similarly, change has also been found to 

emanate from the micro-level through the everyday work of individuals and their practice-level 

improvisations and innovations (Smets, Morris, & Greenwood, 2012).  

Although limited, research has begun to explore interactions across levels and between 

field actors in different field locations building on Barley and Tolbert’s (1997) model for the 

interplay between institutions and localized actions.  For example, local actions have been shown 

to interact with and shape overarching social and cultural meaning systems as well as political 

and governance systems (Lounsbury, Ventresca, & Hirsch, 2003; Lounsbury, 2007).  Research 

based on the social movement concept of the ‘boomerang pattern of influence’ (Keck & Sikkink, 

1998, p. 12) has shown that transnational actors interact with local actors, and trade resources, to 

drive change (Kraemer, Whiteman, & Banerjee, 2013).  In their recent empirical case study of 

cricket in England, Wright and Zammuto (2013) likewise offer novel insight to the processes by 

which actors at the centre, mid-level and periphery of the field (horizontal), as well as at micro 

and macro levels of the field (vertical), interact to bring about change, finding that middle-status 

actors between the center and periphery play an important role in mediating vertical interactions 

and change processes.  However, while offering important insights to the role of organizational, 
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field, and societal factors the study’s post hoc and historical case study approach is unable to 

offer insight to the role of individual actors, one of the four levels of vertical actors mentioned at 

the outset (Wright & Zammuto, 2013).  Similarly, Van Gestel and Hillebrand (2011) argue that 

prior studies of the actors involved in field change have primarily focused on heroic or powerful 

organizational actors, such as the state or professions, leaving few studies that focus on the 

interactions and processes between multiple types of actors across the field, especially lower 

level actors. In transnational fields such as climate change that have global influences 

understanding the “important trickle-up and trickle-down processes” between the centre and 

local actors also remains limited (Schüssler, Rüling, & Wittneben, 2014, p. 163). Understanding 

the role of individual actors and their interactions with other field actors in field change is of 

particular interest as various and growing streams of organizations research suggest a role for 

individuals in change and maintenance processes, ranging from the institutional work of actors 

(Lawrence & Suddaby, 2006) to the role of individual emotions and actions as the micro-

foundations of institutions (Creed, DeJordy, & Lok, 2010; Creed, Hudson, Okhuysen, & Smith-

Crowe, 2014; Powell & Colyvas, 2008) to role of emotions in institutional work (Voronov & 

Vince, 2012). 

Demarcating Change: Shocks, Jolts, Events, and Interactions 

The literature outlined above and the two broad approaches identified by Wright and 

Zammuto (2013) and others, focus on the actors who initiate and drive field or institutional 

change.  However, while actors themselves hold a key role in shaping field change, fields 

research has also found a vital role for various forms of jolts, shocks, and events in change.  

Major environmental field shocks or jolts were traditionally seen as the main driver of field 

creation (Fligstein, 2001) and change (Greenwood & Suddaby, 2006). Such shocks include 
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“radical technological innovation, social and political turmoil, major changes in government 

regulation, and economic crashes” (Haveman, Russo, & Meyer, 2001, p. 253). Meyer et al. 

(2005) identify three forms of nonlinear change in organizational fields: first, sudden external 

‘jolts’ present temporary disruptions to a field (Meyer, 1982); second, ‘step function’ or 

punctuated equilibrium models identify lasting change that permanently alters field structures 

(Meyer, Brooks, & Goes, 1990); finally, ‘oscillation’ includes ongoing cycles of change or 

expansion and contraction in the field.  These external jolts disrupt existing relationships and 

institutional arrangements (Greenwood and Suddaby, 2006) offering junctures amidst relative 

stability that provide opportunities and openings for change to occur (Nasra & Dacin, 2010; 

Thornton, Jones, & Kury, 2005).  Such events have included the impacts of environmental 

disasters such as the Love Canal and the Exxon Valdez oil spill on the chemical industry 

(Hoffman, 2001) and the U.S. Civil Rights Movement’s transformation of the human resources 

field (Dobbin, 2009).  Numerous field studies continue to focus on the chronological stages of 

change around key events that influence field and institutional change (Ansari, Wijen, & Gray, 

2013; Greenwood, Suddaby, & Hinings, 2002; Wright & Zammuto, 2013).   

Although exogenous shocks or jolts play a vital role in understanding the drivers of field 

change, research has also noted the importance of organized field configuring events around 

which important field changes can occur.  This literature considers the role of conferences, trade 

shows, award ceremonies, and other professional gatherings as “temporary social 

organizations…in which people from diverse organizations and with diverse purposes assemble 

periodically, or on a one-time basis” (Lampel & Meyer, 2008, p. 1026).  Venues for field actors 

to co-locate in time and space provide opportunities for sharing information and concerns, 

coordinating actions, enhancing awareness, enjoying face-to-face social opportunities, and 
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ultimately influencing field structuration and change (Anand & Watson, 2004; Hardy & 

McGuire, 2010; Lampel & Meyer, 2008). Hardy and McGuire (2010) argue that field 

configuring events may impact one or all of the key components of the field: “positions, 

understandings, and rules” (p. 1366).  First, positions point to relationships (Wooten & Hoffman, 

2008), structures of domination (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992; Swartz, 1997) and networks, 

which may be reconfigured through such events (Anand & Watson, 2004). Second, events may 

also reshape beliefs and the understandings and the shared norms and cultural meanings of the 

field (Scott, 2001; Zilber, 2008) through sensemaking (Oliver & Montgomery, 2008) and 

narrative sharing through discursive spaces (Zilber, 2007; Zilber, 2006; Hardy & McGuire, 

2010).  Third, the rules and formal structures and regulations of the field (Maguire & Hardy, 

2009; Scott, 2001) may be reshaped through the mandates and authority that such events provide 

(Lampel & Meyer, 2008). However, recent research has found that the very formalized structures 

that permit and encourage interactions may, in reality, limit or delay change as actors become 

entrenched in their positions and issues become fragmented (Schüssler, Rüling, & Wittneben, 

2014).  Although prior studies of interactions across levels of the field consider key field 

developments, these tend to be largely the outcome of change efforts themselves (Wright & 

Zammuto, 2013), while the role of jolts and field configuring events in these interactions has 

been largely unimportant or overlooked. Further, while offering important insights to field 

change, research on field configuring events has tended to overlook less structured and 

formalized interactions and events, and the role they play in building relationships and sharing 

information across levels of the field and between central and peripheral actors.  

In this section, I provided theoretical foundations for the research question I pose in this 

paper: What role do individuals play in multi-level field change processes over time and how do 
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events facilitate such interactions?  I first offered an understanding of the role of various actors 

across levels and positions in the field in driving field change, as well as emerging literature on 

the interactions between these actors. I followed by pointing to the important role that events 

have also played in studies of field change in past research and noting the lack of integration of 

these approaches. I now turn to an explanation of my methodological approach to answering 

these questions.  

 

Case Study: Detroit Water 
	  
A Human Right to Water: A Global Debate and Local Shutoffs 

Addressing water access globally. On July 28th 2010 the United Nations General 

Assembly adopted resolution 64/292 affirming a human right to clean drinking water and 

sanitation, stating that such rights are essential to the realization of all human rights (United 

Nations, 2014). Although this vote marked the first explicit recognition, a right to water was by 

no means novel in international law and had been developing for well over a decade. Most 

prominently this right was already captured under the U.N. Committee on Economic, Social and 

Cultural Rights’ (CESCR) Comment 15 in 2002, which stated that “The human right to water is 

indispensable for leading a life in human dignity [and] is a prerequisite for the realization of 

other human rights” (U.N. Economic & Social Council, 2003). The 2010 declaration reaffirmed 

and made explicit this right, and was subsequently approved by consensus at the U.N. Human 

Rights Council, of which the U.S. was a member, in motions in 2010 and 2011 making it legally 

binding in international law (de Albuquerque & Roaf, 2012).  

Introduced by the representative from Bolivia, the motion passed with 122 nations voting 

in favor with no votes against. However, a total of 44 nations abstained from the vote reflecting 
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the ongoing and extensive debate that had preceded this vote over a number of years.  Those who 

abstained – including the United States, Canada, the United Kingdom, Australia, and Japan – 

suggested that a right to water was unclear, unnecessary, or premature given existing rights and 

other ongoing negotiations at the Human Rights Council (United Nations, 2010).  Those who 

supported the vote argued that water was “essential for life” and that the right to water had not 

yet been fully recognized, resulting in large portions of the global population who continued to 

suffer as a result of lack of access to clean drinking water and adequate sanitation (United 

Nations, 2010).  This debate went far beyond U.N. members and also included vocal corporate 

supporters fighting against the right while environmental and social justice advocates supported 

it.  For example, Nestlé’s Chairman and former CEO, Peter Brabeck-Letmathe, became an 

archetype of the “anti-right to water movement” after he was recorded speaking on the topic in a 

2005 documentary. Stating that the right to water is an “extreme” position and that water is best 

distributed through market forces, Brabeck-Letmathe and his comments remain a volatile touch 

point of this debate almost a decade later.iii   

While the original U.N. resolution does not explicitly define terms such as access and 

affordability, subsequent international documents and declarations expand on these definitions 

and requirements. The U.N. now indicates that water and sanitation must be: sufficient, between 

50 and 100 litres per person per day; safe, meeting WHO drinking-water quality guidelines; 

acceptable, both in terms of color and taste as well as culturally appropriate; accessible, within 

1,000 metres of a household and requiring no more than 30 minutes to collect per day; and 

affordable (United Nations, 2014). The U.N. and United Nations Development Program (UNDP) 

define affordability, one of the most contentious of the requirements, as not more than 3% of a 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
iii	  See Nestlé’s own accounting of the event and current explanation for these comments at:	  http://www.nestle.com/aboutus/ask-
nestle/answers/nestle-chairman-peter-brabeck-letmathe-believes-water-is-a-human-right	  
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household’s income. In the U.S. the EPA has provided similar voluntary guidelines for water 

affordability in past, suggesting water costs should not exceed 2.5% of median household 

income (EPA, 2003). The U.N.’s Special Rapporteur on water addressed much of the public and 

media contention over the affordability requirements of the right to water and clarified, “there is 

a misconception that recognition of the human rights to water and sanitation will lead to 

demands for free services. However, as with other human rights, such as the rights to food or 

health, or access to justice, there is no obligation on the part of States to provide water and 

sanitation services for free” (de Albuquerque & Roaf, 2012).   

The U.N. resolution was seen as a significant victory for those fighting for ‘water 

justice’. However, it bears mention that while such resolutions are technically deemed binding to 

all member states the U.N. lacks specific enforcement and judicial mechanisms to ensure 

compliance. As a result, violations are not uncommon and the passage of such mechanisms may 

often be largely symbolic, although laying the groundwork for legal changes at the nation-state 

level as well as increasing visibility and the scope for public and international pressure against 

violators. 

Water shutoffs in Detroit.  Detroit’s water and sewage services are owned and operated 

by the publicly held Detroit Water and Sewerage Department (DWSD), one of the oldest and 

largest water utilities in the U.S.  The DWSD provides water and sewer services to over 127 

local communities across Wayne County and nearby counties, and despite population declines 

remains the third largest system in the country serving almost 4 million people (DWSD, 2015). 

While the DWSD is responsible for residential services and billing within the City of Detroit 

proper, where the shutoffs occurred in 2014, it provides only bulk water delivery and sewage 
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disposal to the neighbouring counties and communities who manage their own residential billing 

and local infrastructure and distribution systems.  

In the spring of 2014 the Detroit Water and Sewerage Department (DWSD), in the midst 

of Detroit’s bankruptcy and facing financial pressures and past debts, announced they would 

reinstate and begin to escalate water shutoffs in the city, sending tens of thousands of past-due 

and shutoff notices to residents. Although these shutoffs weren’t new for Detroiters, their scope 

and scale was. An outside contractor was hired to resume and escalate water shutoffs with the 

DWSD’s own estimates indicating that over 130,000 households, or almost half of its residential 

customers, had accounts over $150 or 60 days overdue and therefore subject to disconnection 

(DWSD, 2014). By the end of May 2014 over 7,000 households had been disconnected, a 

number which reached over 33,000 by the end of the year (DWSD, 2015).  With a population 

that averaged over a 40% poverty rate, well above the U.S. average of 15.9% (U.S. Census 

Bureau, 2012), and water rates that at an average of $75 per month for a family of four were 

double the national average according to EPA data (Clark, 2014), many of the city’s residents 

faced frequent challenges paying their water and utility bills. However, the DWSD’s services 

were the only ones targeted specifically in this push.iv  

Social justice, environmental, and labor groups had been protesting and speaking out on 

water affordability issues, water quality, and potential water privatization in Detroit for almost a 

decade individually as well as under a coalition termed The Detroit People’s Water Board.  With 

monthly meetings and the occasional rally this board had had some early success on passing a 

water affordability plan through city council almost a decade earlier, although this had never 

been implemented. By 2014 the members of the coalition had limited funds, broad individual 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
iv	  The regional and privately owned DTE Energy Co. that delivered both gas and electric services to the area had more 
comprehensive bill monitoring and assistance programs in place so did not have large numbers of overdue accounts.  
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mandates, and a large slate of pressing local issues to address. Although Detroit had long been 

seen as a locus of activism and union activity, the events of the preceding years and decades had 

meant that the unions were greatly diminished and the resources of the activist network had been 

heavily depleted.  As a result, residents and local groups had limited time and resources for the 

complexities of international law or planning the strategies of a broader movement, but the 

group’s members were working closely with Detroit communities and families and were among 

the first to become aware of, and attempt to draw attention to, the Detroit shutoffs. For their part, 

the DWSD had generally been able to turn a blind eye to the calls of the People’s Water Board 

and many employees and board members seemed genuinely unaware of their work, platform, or 

even their existence.1  But, in the spring of 2014, with Detroit under the governance of an 

emergency manager as the largest city in the U.S. ever to declare bankruptcy, several events and 

circumstances coincided to make the shutoffs, and the DWSD itself, a news headline around the 

world for the weeks and months to come as the shutoffs hit national and international news 

making headlines from The New York Times to The Economist to Al-Jazeera and from Canada to 

China.  As the situation rapidly exploded around them and pressure mounted, many were left 

wondering what exactly this ‘right to water’ was.  

 

Methodology 
Research Process and Data Collection 

 This study began as part of my initial interest for this dissertation in privatization of 

municipal water systems (Masten, 2010; Pérard, 2009). Detroit and Chicago, two cities where 

the potential for privatization seemed high, were selected as case studies. In conducting this 

broader project it quickly became apparent that the declaration of a Human Right to Water and 

Sanitation by the United Nations’ General Assembly in 2010 was a major event that had the 
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potential to impact the field, and users of water. Data collection for this current paper and portion 

of the project therefore combined both a historiographic approach, as the human right to water 

declaration had already occurred when the project began, with a current local or micro-level 

study in Detroit, Michigan as the events recounted herein unfolded.  

Historiography: The Human Right to Water. A historiographic approach was used to 

document the events leading up to, surrounding, and subsequent to the passage of the Human 

Right to Water (HRW). Taking a historical approach allowed for the current field changes to be 

grounded in their history and in the ideologies, past decisions and choices which shaped them 

(Kieser, 1994), especially to understand how current debates over water access fit within a 

broader dynamic of privatization and utilities ownership, and global pressures surrounding water.  

Historiography involves carefully collecting and studying archival materials in order to 

gain an accurate account of actors, events, processes, and mechanisms. In this way the researcher 

can gain insight and develop theory, iterating between theory and historical evidence to ground 

findings, much as with an ethnography or case study (Ventresca & Mohr, 2002). Historiography 

has been shown to be particularly valuable when tracing a process that occurred over an 

extended period of time, “thereby overcoming the temporal limitations of ethnographic and other 

field methods” (David, Sine, & Haveman, 2013, p. 357). Historical case studies have also been 

shown to be particularly relevant when identifying factors and dynamics in historic field change 

(David, Sine, & Haveman, 2013; Greenwood, Suddaby, & Hinings, 2002; Hargadon & Douglas, 

2001). This background was also used to aid the researcher in gaining familiarity with the field, 

identifying conflicts and issues, and linking local municipal issues to those of the larger field 

(Purdy & Gray, 2009).   
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Data sources for this stage of the research are outlined in Table 1 and include: consulting, 

NGO, and government reports surrounding the introduction of the HRW in 2010; U.N. and U.N. 

Human Rights Council documents, press releases and websites; U.N. General Assembly debate 

minutes; monthly, weekly and daily newsletters and updates from global water media and 

newsletters including Circle of Blue and the Global Water Intelligence; attendance at public 

meetings and invited conference calls of major NGO groups and corporate actors; and, books 

and commentaries on water challenges, issues, solutions, and by key actors involved with the 

HRW passage and implementation. Further data sources were discovered through snowball 

sampling of archival materials and their references and continued until all key sources on the 

topic appeared to have been collected (David, Sine, & Haveman, 2013).  

Table 1: Qualitative Data Inventory 

Data type Quantity Original data source Original data audience 
Historiography 
Government, 

NGO, & 
consulting 
global and 
U.S. reports  

5,859 pages Reports and documents on municipal 
water service delivery, 
privatization of water, and the 
human right to water 

Public, government, 
corporations, 
shareholders, various 
stakeholders  

U.N. General 
Assembly 
Minutes 

Total page count 
unknown (online 
database) 

Searchable transcribed recordings of 
all General Assembly meetings and 
discussions from 2008 through 
2015. 

Public, media, member 
states 

U.N. Press 
releases and 
website 
content 

100 pages Announcements regarding major 
milestones including passage of 
HRW and Detroit responses 

Public, media, member 
states 

Books 3,000 pages Various on water politics, history etc. Public 
Media articles 

and reports on 
global water 
conflicts and 
passage of 
HRW. Films 
and 
documentaries 

50 pages  
10 hours 

Newspaper, magazine, and online 
articles and editorials. 
Documentary films, TV news 
broadcasts, Colbert Report 
coverage. 

Public 

U.S. 
Privatization 
Data 

150,000 municipal 
water systems 
reporting data 

Environmental Protection Agency 
(EPA) U.S. water systems 
violations and ownership status 

Internal, public, 
government, water 
systems operators 
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Detroit Case Study 
Qualitative 

Depth 
Interviews 

38 interviews, average 
of 89 minutes, 638 
dbl. spaced pages 

Informants, transcribed notes Analysis for this study 

Observational 
Data 

Approximately 100 
hours 

Principal investigator’s notes (as well 
as video and photos) from 
meetings, rallies, demonstrations, 
town halls, and tours 

Analysis for this study 

Weekly email 
reports  (April 
2014 through 
2015) 

 Approximately 160 
pages 

High-level water executive 
 

Personal use and record 
keeping, updates to the 
researcher 

Monthly 
meeting 
minutes of 
local activist 
coalition 
group (2004-
2011) 

Approximately 300 
pages 

Compilation of notes written by 
group’s secretary of all meeting 
minutes for period recorded. 

Members, public 

Monthly Board 
meeting 
minutes and 
reports of 
local water 
departments 

Approximately 900 
pages 

Notes from monthly meeting of 
oversight boards, monthly updates 
from water department executives 
or directors, and reports from 
prominent committees.  

Board members, 
employees retail and 
wholesale customers, 
city government, public 

Media articles 
and reports on 
local water 
conflicts. 
Films and 
documentaries 

250 pages  
10 hours 

Newspaper, magazine, and online 
articles and editorials. 
Documentary films, TV news 
broadcasts, Colbert Report 
coverage. 

Public 

Note: Data outlined here overlap with data collected for Chapter 3 but do not include Chicago specific data. 
 

Case study: Detroit, Michigan. The utility of the case study approach in investigating 

little understood phenomena and developing new theoretical insights has been well established 

(Yin, 1984; Eisenhardt, 1989).  Building theory using the case study approach involves selecting 

cases, such as this one, that offer unique access, are exemplars, or may provide important and 

revealing opportunities to develop theory from empirical evidence (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 

2007) and for “theory elaboration” on the role of actors and mechanisms that are not fully 

explored in existing theory (Eisenhardt, 1989). The observation of changes over time has proven 

extremely potent in identifying the major events, processes and mechanisms of major field 

transformations in the chemical field (Hoffman, 1999), dispute resolution (Purdy & Gray, 2009), 

and climate change (Ansari, Wijen, & Gray, 2013), among others.  The call for longitudinal in-
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depth studies of field evolution and change has been “aired repeatedly” yet recent authors note 

the need for further studies as “few have answered this call” (Van Gestel & Hillebrand, 2011, p. 

248). 

Data collection for the case study portion of the project included several sources as also 

outlined in Table 1.  First, Archival Data were collected from numerous sources including 

government, media, civil society, corporations, and NGOs and included minutes, reports, papers, 

press releases, presentations, website materials, and policy statements as well as popular press 

articles and other online and television coverage of the events. Also, an ‘inside’ actor and 

participant provided detailed personal reactions/journals (Gioia, Price, Hamilton, & Thomas, 

2010) by weekly email and following key events, offering an additional perspective. Second, 

detailed in person Observation Notes (including videos and photos where appropriate) were 

collected including: attendance at meetings (e.g. water boards and departments, NGO and 

community meetings, political events, U.N. townhall meeting); community and facility tours; 

participant led tours of offices, homes, and neighborhoods; and, attendance at water rallies and 

demonstrations. Finally, as part of the larger project, over 38 in depth semistructured interviews 

were conducted for the current study with Detroit residents or participants in the local struggle 

over water.   

Following prior work, participants were deemed to be field actors and members if they 

were actively participating in the “space of play” and actively competing over an agreed upon 

prize (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992) such as a “valued resource” (Swartz, 1997, p. 122), in this 

case defining the rules and understandings of water usage and control in Detroit. As well these 

participants were those who “…interact more frequently and fatefully with one another than with 

actors outside the field” (Scott, 1995, p. 56). Accordingly, I selected participants whose role 
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included active involvement and contention in this arena to decide how water would be 

distributed and controlled in Detroit.  Several initial participants were followed-up with specific 

questions related to the subject of this study, which had been related to but not a specific focus of 

the earliest of the initial interviews. Interviews lasted between 30 minutes (in one case) and over 

150 minutes (2.5 hours) in two cases averaging 88 minutes, and were tape recorded in all but a 

few cases where detailed notes were taken due to participants’ confidentiality concerns.  The 

participant categories are outlined in Table 2.  Figure 4 also provides a visual map of the field 

and these actors.  This includes both the actors involved at the local level of the field of U.S. 

municipal water services in Detroit as well as in the broader U.S. field and in the international 

arena wherein the U.S. field is “nested” (Fligstein & McAdam, 2012).  

Table 2: Detroit Interview Participants 2013-2014 by Actor Category 

Actor Category Original interviews Follow-up interviews 
Corporate - water focused 5 2 
Industry - water support roles and 

companies (e.g. lawyers, consultants, 
contractors) 

5 0 

Activist - water focused activists groups 5 2 
Community groups (non-water) 6 1 
Government representatives (boards, city, 

water dept., inter-governmental) 
7 0 

Experts – outside expertise on water and 
water issues (water analysts, academics, 
thought leaders) 

4 1 

Total for all categories (38) 32 6 
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Figure 4: Field Actors - Municipal Water Services 
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Analytic Strategy 

The process of data analysis began with the identification of key events at both the macro 

and micro levels of the field. A second and related step involved determining which of these key 

events and phases were significant for the evolution of the field (Ansari, Wijen, & Gray, 2013; 

Hoffman, 1999; Lounsbury, Ventresca, & Hirsch, 2003; Wright & Zammuto, 2013).  These 

included field-configuring events as well as shifts and breaches that expose previously taken-for-

granted understandings of the field (Ansari, Wijen, & Gray, 2013; Hardy & McGuire, 2010).  

For the purposes of the current paper, at the macro-level the key event of focus was the passage 

of the HRW in July 2010.  At the micro-level a more detailed timeline was relevant and a 

detailed chronology of major events around water in Detroit (during the data collection period 

specifically) was compiled in Table 3 (Purdy & Gray, 2009).  
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Table 3: Timeline of Detroit Water Shutoffs 

Date Event Type 
2014 
April Shutoffs resume in late March after winter hold, 3,025 households are shut 

off in April ’14 according to DWSD, up from 500 in March. 
Micro 

April 22 Local water groups demonstrate shutoffs at local sports arena that is reported 
have unpaid water bills. 

Micro 

May 22 World renowned water activist and local community and water groups speak 
at Wayne State University in downtown Detroit. 

Interaction 

June 2 As talks with suburbs for a regional water authority stall, Detroit’s 
Emergency Manager solicits bids for privatization of the DWSD. 

Micro 

June 18 A coalition of Detroit and international groups submits a formal complaint 
to the U.N. laying out the extent of the local water shutoffs.  

Interaction 

June 25 Three U.N. experts on water, housing and poverty respond to the Detroit 
complaint stating that disconnections of water to households with a 
genuine inability to pay violate the HRW. 

Interaction 

July 10 Protesters also gather outside the offices of the local company contracted by 
the DWSD to conduct shutoffs. Several arrests are made but charges are 
later dropped. 

Micro 

July 15 Federal Judge overseeing bankruptcy comments on the bad publicity for 
Detroit and hardship caused by water shutoffs, calls on water and city 
officials to do more to help residents in arrears. 

Micro 

July 18 Over 1,000 protesters march in downtown Detroit against water shutoffs.  
Local activists are joined by the National Nurses United and NetRoots 
Nation (both at conferences in Detroit), actor Mark Ruffalo, State Rep. 
Phil Cavanagh and U.S. Rep. John Conyers. 

Micro 

July 18 Protesters also gather again outside the offices of the local company 
contracted by the DWSD to conduct shutoffs. Nine arrests are made.  

Micro 

July 21 DWSD announces it will suspend shutoffs for 15 days. Micro 
July 24 A “Water Convoy” of Canadian water activists brings delivery of water 

across the border to People’s Water Station in Detroit. 
 

August 26 Water shutoffs resume after a 30 day moratorium. Micro 
September 
9 

Detroit’s Mayor Duggan and suburbs reach a tentative deal to transfer the 
DWSD’s regional assets to a new Great Lakes Water Authority (GLWA). 

Micro 

September 
10 

People’s Water Board and Food and Water Watch release press release 
calling the GLWA an “Assault Against Democracy and the Human Right 
to Water”. 

Micro 

September 
29 

Federal Judge overseeing Detroit bankruptcy refuses to extend a water 
shutoff moratorium stating there is no “enforceable right” to water.  

Micro 

October 19 U.N. Rapporteurs for Water (Catarina de Albuquerque) and Housing 
(Leilani Ferha) visit Detroit neighbourhoods. An afternoon townhall 
meeting draws a crowd of aprox. 400 to tell their stories of shutoffs, as 
well as numerous media representatives.  

Interaction 

October 20 U.N. Rapporteurs hold press conference in Detroit to report findings of their 
visit repeating that many shutoffs are ‘contrary to human rights’ 

Interaction 

October 20 Mayor’s Chief of Staff responds publicly to U.N. report. Interaction 
2015 
January 19 Martin Luther King Day march ends at DWSD buildings. Roughly 400 

attend.  
Micro 

January  Detroit Water Brigade visits Dublin to speak to Irish water protesters. Interaction 
February 
13 

The ESCR-Net requests leave to be recognized as amicus curiae in the case 
of Lyda et al. v. City of Detroit. 

Interaction 
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The third step consisted of identifying significant changes that followed the above events. 

It was at this stage that it became apparent that the interplays and interaction between local actors 

and global actors were pivotal in changing understandings and the conditions of the field at the 

local level. As a result, four key phases were identified that involved distinct progressions at the 

local level in the understandings, positions, and rules that governed water.  These phases 

involved not simply one or a few actors changing their views but included evidence of a more 

generalized convergence or change among key actors (Ansari, Wijen, & Gray, 2013). This 

“temporal bracketing” approach is frequently used in studies of field change (Ansari, Wijen, & 

Gray, 2013; Van Wijk, Stam, Elfring, Zietsma, & Den Hond, 2013; Wright & Zammuto, 2013) 

and highlights periods of “relative continuity” (Kraemer, Whiteman, & Banerjee, 2013, p. 831) 

in the actors, actions, factors, and characteristics of each period. Identifying names for each 

period were sourced from this analysis and the data to reflect observed trends in the conceptions 

of water in each period: Water as Utility, Water as Life, Water as Right, and Water as Symbol. 

In the fourth step, the specific interactions that stimulated each of the changes between 

phases in the temporal bracketing step were identified. The importance of the interactions 

between micro and macro actors had been identified during coding for the next Chapter of this 

dissertation and coded at a very high level during that analysis as simply ‘micro-macro’, ‘macro-

micro’, ‘grassroots’, and ‘key events’ eliciting over 200 coded text segments. At this stage these 

data segments were reanalyzed into the four phases to identify the role of key events, 

interactions, and the roles of actors.  Phases and actions were also organized chronologically and 

the detailed timeline developed based on the responses of participants about key events, rather 

than on outside interpretations. This stage allowed for the identification of several events that 
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largely escaped media or broader attention, including private meetings and interactions, the 

painting of blue spray-paint in neighborhoods, and others.  

In the fifth step I focused more specifically on how these changes between phases 

occurred. The temporal bracketing approach aids the researcher in examining how “actions of 

one period lead to changes in the context that will affect action in subsequent periods” (Langley, 

1999). Known as the ‘cogs and wheels’ (Davis & Marquis, 2005) of field change, mechanisms 

examine how change is brought about. Their identification helps to explain the existence of 

causal relationships between variables (Campbell, 2005) that underlie change and are 

fundamental to a thorough understanding of fields and how and why change occurs (Hedstrom & 

Swedberg, 1998). A label was created for each mechanism that aimed to capture the explanation 

underlying each process (Ansari, Wijen, & Gray, 2013). In doing so, I sought not to identify all 

of the mechanisms of change that were occurring, as this literature is large and many field 

change mechanisms have been well identified elsewhere, but the mechanisms that occurred 

specifically around the identified interaction events between members across the field, which 

facilitated change, and offered new theoretical insights. This stage of the analysis identified four 

unique mechanisms of change.   

Finally, in the interests of developing “holistic and multifaceted explanations of change” 

(Pettigrew, 1990) data across multiple data sources was corroborated by conducting interviews in 

combination with collection of archival data and observations which allowed for cross-checking 

(Oakes, Townley, & Cooper, 1998) or triangulation (Pettigrew, 1990) of responses with data 

obtained from other sources. Member checking of initial theoretical observations and insights 

was also conducted with key respondents through follow-up interviews. Sauder (2008) notes the 

importance of corroborating interview data with complementary data collection when possible, 
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in order to address an important limitation of depth interviews.  Further, Greenwood et al. (2002) 

note the utility of interview data in corroborating the researcher’s interpretations of archival data 

and event timelines, as well as in affording access to additional proprietary and non-proprietary 

archival materials 

 

Findings 
 

In this section I outline the chronology of how the global institutional change represented 

by the declaration of a Human Right to Water by the U.N. in 2010 began to create field change at 

the micro level. As illustrated below in Table 4 and Figure 5, analysis of the data through a 

temporal bracketing approach suggests four periods in the progression of awareness and interest 

in the human right to water at the local level. In order to address both of the research questions, 

findings are structured as to highlight the broad characteristics of each time period, the key actors 

involved, important points of interaction between actors across levels, and observed changes.  

While full quotes from documents, media, or interviews are included in full in the text, other 

events from Observation Notes and Archival documents are noted with an endnote with further 

details of the source provided at the end of the document.  

Stage 1: Water as Utility (pre-September 2013 to May 2014) 

Although the right to water had been passed at the U.N. in July 2010, it had had only 

limited local impact in Detroit, and in most Western nations, by the fall of 2013. Global ‘water 

warriors’, the term used for the leaders of the water justice movement, understood the challenges 

of taking the next step in implementing the right at the national and even municipal level. Groups 

and governments that had been key in passing the declaration were also meeting to discuss next 

steps, specifically how to implement the right to water at the local level. In one international 

meeting participants noted “how do we get local groups to link their situation to the human right 
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to water at the global level?” another participant commented that there “was lots of momentum 

around recognition of the Right but what does that look like now?” 2 

Local conditions: Lack of awareness of HRW.  On entering the field in Detroit this lack 

of awareness of the HRW, lack of connection to global water issues and debates, and feeling of 

irrelevance even among those who were aware of the HRW at the local level, was widespread. 

Although the interview protocol included a question about the impact of the HRW on local 

organizing around water issues numerous interviewees were not familiar with the term or its 

passage. Among interviewees who were aware of the right there was limited understanding of 

what it contained, or how it might impact local organizing around shutoffs and around the 

ongoing debate over potential privatization of the city’s water services. As detailed below, the 

reasons behind this lack of connection primarily included: lack of communication across the 

diverse water movement; lack of connection to larger global or strategic water issues; and, the 

perception that such rights were not relevant in the United States.  

First, several local activist participants noted a common pattern of divisions across many 

social movements, something which they felt explained in part the lack of connection with the 

struggle for the HRW. These divisions included those between actors who do policy (grasstops) 

work and those who participate in local activism (grassroots). One local organizer recounts a 

story of another poverty activist who refuses to participate in policy work,   

She is like a street-fighter, she is not interested in it. She’ll tell you, she’s hilarious, she'll 
tell you ‘don't call me if you're going to like sit down in a meeting with city council 
members, I have no time for meetings. I want to be out on the street demonstrating or 
getting arrested, that's where I'm at.’ (Community).  
 
These divisions may also be more profound, echoing the very inequalities these groups 

strive to address.  As one local organizer recounts of involvement in various local movements,  
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To me it ties into this sort of disconnect between the theorists, and historians, and people 
who do policy work and, like, radical direct action activists. So a lot of people who end 
up doing policy tend to be socially privileged people. And a lot of people doing the 
resistance are people who actually live in those communities. And there is a vast 
difference in how well resourced those different parts of the movement are. (Community) 
 

 Related to this lack of connection was a limited understanding of how local problems 

relate to or fit into larger global issues around rights, inequalities, and water access.  Local 

groups struggling to address pressing issues of water shutoffs with limited time and resources 

seemed largely unaware of a greater global or field-wide discussion and debate on these issues. 

Stating for example, 

Yeah, yeah, well that's part and parcel of the whole thing, getting people's taps turned 
back on. When there's the threat of privatization that all becomes much more of a 
struggle, not everyone understands the nature of the beast but they all might be trying to 
deal with one very urgent and necessary symptom of the problem. (Activist) 
 
A third local factor which inhibited change at this stage is a common sentiment that rights 

declarations, and perhaps the U.N. itself, apply more to developing nations than to the United 

States. This sentiment links to what many participants also note is the ‘taken-for-granted’ nature 

of water resources and services, attracting little attention from the public, media, or policy-

makers. One participant captures this sentiment as follows,  

They file complaints around the world but we’re living in the land of Mary Poppins or 
something [laughing]. So we don’t even think as a national community that our rights are 
being violated. They know they are in South America and Latin America, and they go at 
it. But we just sit here. (Community)   
 
A final factor here is the shame and even fear that was connected with speaking up about 

water shutoffs.  Several participants commented that children are ostracized at school for being 

dirty, or may be taken from homes without water by child services.  One participant recounts the 

reactions of community members to one attempt to document these struggles by a group of 

lawyers and students from Georgetown Law,  
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So the attorneys came here and they started crying. And they went to people's houses and 
they saw buckets of water, and they were like how do we capture this? This is shameful, 
people out of their dignity. And people were like ‘don't take my name, don't take my 
picture.’ It's this dignity thing. (Activist) 
             
Micro-level events:	  Despite this general lack of awareness or connection with the HRW 

several local events occurred during this period and immediately preceding it that laid the 

groundwork for eventually opening the community to outside ideas. In the spring of 2013 the 

Georgetown Law Human Rights clinic visited the city and wrote a thorough report on what it 

termed “threats to the human right to water in the United States” (Taylor & Nylund, 2013).  

However, it seemed difficult to get local traction with the report. As one participant in the 

process recalls, 	  

And Georgetown, this piece here [gesturing] became a really potent piece to argue from. 
But the People's Water Board doesn't leverage it well because we don't know how to do 
both end strategies. The majority of the organizers and activists in Detroit are singular 
focus. There are very few, its very rare that they’re multifaceted that can mount resistance 
and co-creation. That involves schizophrenic abilities. (Activist) 
 

Attempts by this same community activist to incorporate the findings into municipal documents 

and policy had met with outright resistance by local administrators,  

The former [prominent city official] said that he didn't want the Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights language in the water agenda for Detroit, because it would open up the 
city of Detroit to scrutiny. And I thanked him and I said ‘that is so freaking honest I’ll 
give you a hug and kiss on that. But you are freaking crazy.’ I went crazy on him. I was 
so done with him. (Activist) 
 
The escalation of shutoffs in the city in the spring of 2014 following a long and cold 

winter, and rumors that a contractor had been hired by the DWSD to help increase the numbers 

of disconnections significantly, were highly controversial.3  Information was limited but key 

local activists tried to spread warnings among the local community and gather support for 

resistance,  
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It was [local activist]. In March, there was a piece in the paper about how they were 
going to do this. And [local activist] was the one who sent that out. She'd been known to 
do that before, spot something before anyone else spotted it, for example the Arab 
Spring. (Industry) 
 
Several participants note the shame that often went with being disconnected from water 

services in past. However, in the relatively early days of the spring connections the contractors 

arrived at the home of one of the local food and environmental justice movement’s most 

prominent and outspoken activists.  In the process of disputing that her bill was unpaid, police 

were called and she was arrested and jailed, still in her pajamas.  As another local organizer 

recounts the story, 

And they came on her street and she went out and complained about it and asked them to 
show her a shutoff order, and they didn't show her a shutoff order, so she called the cops. 
And the cops came and took her away. (Industry) 
  
This event would later become a local rallying point as neighbors and her personal and 

activist network eventually heard the story and realized its power and importance to the local 

community. Although at first reluctant to tell the story of her arrest she was eventually prompted 

to do so at a community event. As one organizer who was present recounts of the visit of two 

outside activists to a local church meeting,  

She came to basically, to hear them speak, but there was a little meeting in this room 
prior and then she spoke out there. And I talked to [the guests] and said we should hear 
this story and so they kind of spoke together in the forum. And [the guests] were blown 
away and said ‘this is the thing, you know, right here’. (Community) 
 
The same commentator goes on to say,  

And you know [activist’s] action, [activist’s] action, really was a spark. I compare it to 
Rosa Parks because I think it's like that.  
 
Micro-macro interactions: During this period the People’s Water Board had planned a 

panel discussion for World Water Day on March 22nd 2014.  However, in what would turn out to 

be a somewhat fortuitous twist for the local organizers, the event was cancelled when a family 
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illness forced the keynote speaker, Maude Barlow, to cancel. Two months later, Barlow, one of 

the world’s foremost water activists and a key leader in the fight to pass the HRW at the U.N. 

just a few years before, spoke to a packed4 Wayne State University auditorium just days after the 

DWSD announced its extensive new shutoff plans. Organized by the PWB and local groups, the 

event attracted several Detroit water and environmental activists, community groups, and a few 

curious citizens and students. While one local politician sent a representative, several other 

community organizers, DWSD members, and local water officials later reported being unaware 

of the event.5 Mainstream media did not appear to be present.6 Several attendees point to this 

event as a turning point in gaining awareness for the water shutoffs, which had yet to gain 

traction locally or garner local media attention. As one states, 

I'm only a volunteer…so I'm not privy to everything that was going on, but I always point 
to the Maude Barlow visit. I really think that was a very significant event. (Community) 
 
The role of this visit from a global actor and water rights activist is further elaborated by 

another local political organizer who notes how the visit enhanced awareness of connections 

between the local and global struggles,  

She’s been involved in this struggle for a long time and placed it within that context of 
what will definitely bring attention. We thought we’re here in Detroit and fighting a good 
fight, others are fighting their fight in their locality, but never really considered, I guess, 
making it more visible and part of the bigger picture.  She laid that out quite clearly, if the 
U.N. gets involved this is going to the President and the Governor.  (Community) 
 
Another attendee notes further benefits of the visit in terms of helping groups think 

through strategy and enhance attention for the shutoffs, 

Bringing her in and I remember they had separate meetings and were doing some 
strategizing.  So that was really good, you know, and then knowing that that was going to 
be like the step-off point for some other actions later on. And then obviously using her 
celebrity status in this work to help us get out information. (Community) 
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In addition to allowing local groups and actors a chance to hear first-hand the stories of 

the global water justice movement, and water struggles in other global jurisdictions, this event 

also afforded an opportunity to connect the local stories and passions of the arrested water 

activist, and the group and solidarity forming around that event, with the global water justice 

community and its struggles.  As a community leader who had been present when the arrested 

local activist initially told her story recounts of the moment this connection was made after the 

event (with the researcher standing nearby),  

They both spoke at that thing right, and you heard them speak, and Maude was signing 
books and I said ‘you know [activist] was arrested?’ and she said ‘no’. And then she went 
back and talked to [activist] about the arrest. [Activist]  didn't bring that up at the forum. 
(Community and Observation Notes) 
 
After speaking with this local activist and the other organizing groups, predominately 

members of the People’s Water Board, one member present recalls of Barlow’s reaction,  

And she said ‘What can we do? Well, let’s go to the U.N., this is a violation of the U.N. 
human right to water …the rest of the world thinks water is a human right.’  
(Community) 
 

Stage 2: Water as Life (May 2014 to June 2014) 

 Although the Barlow event was an important turning point in the recognition of the HRW 

and forming bonds and connections between key local movement actors who were present or met 

with Barlow, in the weeks afterwards awareness still remained limited in Detroit.  This was 

especially true of the DWSD, the broader public, and local government officials who had not 

attended or been aware of the event. Interestingly, it was also true of many community groups 

and organizers dealing with the shutoffs but who had not been involved in the May event.  Even 

many of the groups and individuals who had been involved continued to feel that the HRW was 

irrelevant to their local situation or did not perceive the connection between these ideas and their 

local struggles.  
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Local Conditions: Lack of Connection to HRW. At this stage local actors interested in 

water suggested that there continued to be several key barriers to full engagement and use of the 

HRW.  First, while awareness of the right was more widespread after the visit it continued to be 

seen as too abstract for the current urgent situation where groups were struggling with the daily 

battle of helping citizens access water resources. One local activist who runs the local chapter of 

a group that had been highly involved in the HRW at the national and international levels 

summarizes the challenges of the HRW, 

That is so up in the air [motions high with hand] and we are like down here on the ground 
[motions low] just making sure that when you turn that faucet on the water comes out.  
That need is so urgent and so critical that having that conversation up here…it’s too lofty. 
We are just reacting to whatever the next thing is, and just trying to be a step ahead of 
that, but usually not because we all have really limited resources as well. (Activist) 
 
Second, even when the HRW was seen as a valuable angle from which to approach the 

shutoff struggle, many local activists lacked knowledge of the processes involved in making a 

complaint or the time and resources to do so. Speaking of her fellow citizens one community 

organizer comments, “…the people are, one, too immersed in their stress and their…you know, I 

mean ‘Go to where?  File a what? I can’t even get to the grocery store.’ ” (Community). Another 

local speaks of the activist community when she notes the challenges of rights-based advocacy 

work,  

There is a lot of talk about it again but no action I would say. I think part of it's just not 
really knowing how that would be done, not really having the resources or feeling like we 
have the resources to do it. (Community) 
 
Finally, at this stage some more knowledgeable activists began to note the local (in a city 

run by an Emergency Manager with little influence for local elected representatives), statewide 

(with Republican control of the state legislature and Governor’s office), and national political 

challenges involved in getting recognition for a HRW or in changing local policies around water 
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access and affordability. One community member comments on the local challenges of Detroit’s 

situation,  

But I think that unfortunately on the local level it's harder when your city is bankrupt and 
water rates are being unpaid, and there is this mess of problems that are happening. And 
while it might appeal to the politicians on an emotional level and saying ‘yeah, we get 
that everyone should have clean drinking water’ they are saying in the end ‘what do you 
want us to do about this? What can we do?’ (Community) 
 
Another participant also comments on challenges at the state level, “It is really 

hard…because the state legislature is just so impenetrable at this point” (Activist). While still 

another notes national challenges,  

My friend was actually telling me the other day about international law being this weird 
abstract thing people don’t listen to. But he was saying that actually most countries do 
adhere to those things. Just mostly except the U.S. We just don't. (Community) 
 
Micro-level events:	  	  During this period several local events continued to build 

momentum and awareness at the local level. These helped to share the stories of the shutoffs and 

their impacts between Detroit community members, as well as building a connection between 

water and life, and the possibility that water may be a right protected by the U.N. One 

community organizer who later became involved with the water protests commented on 

attending a local information event at this stage and first hearing details of the shutoffs and their 

impacts on residents. She expressed her reaction to the event that occurred just days before the 

interview, 	  

I mean where are we? What part of the world are we in, for real? So I said if we don’t get 
international attention on this its just going to be a bunch of poor people who are 
disgruntled because they couldn’t pay their water bill. And they’re cutting off from 1,500 
to 3,000 homes a week. In what world should that be permitted? And so that’s when the 
conversation came up about water is a human right. (Community) 
 

The People’s Water Board meetings, long garnering little attention beyond 

representatives of the handful of groups that were members, also began to increase in 
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membership and attendance as other local groups started to hear about the shutoffs and 

collaborate around shared actions and activities. As one recalls, 

It just seemed that Maude’s visit, and particularly her suggestion to go to the U.N., 
started drawing a lot of attention and drawing a lot of participation. (Community) 
 
Other related groups begin setting up weekly rallies on what they term “Freedom 

Fridays” outside the DWSD headquarters in downtown Detroit. Signage at these early rallies 

soon begins to echo ideas from the HRW including “Water is Life”.  However, others question 

the efficacy of these measures, noting the need for broader attention to the issues if change is 

going to be affected,   

But it’s like being down in front of the water board, who cares? I mean you really think 
they’re going to scratch their heads and say oh my ‘God, we’re being threatened.’ 
[laughing]. No. ‘Go cut their water off.’ (Community) 
 
Finally, a key local activist is critically injured while visiting New York in late May and 

left in a coma before passing away in early July.  The event shook the local activist community 

and her friends and network, but also became a rallying point for the local community. As one 

colleague recalls,   

But she went to the Left Forum first in New York and that's where she was hit, the hit-
and-run happened. And that moved a lot of people. (Community) 

 
At the community and local level the events occurring during this period provided an 

opportunity for community members to educate one another, with those who had attended the 

earlier events sharing their knowledge of water issues as well as the strength and sense of support 

and connection that the event afforded. Although less visible during this time period, other actors 

at the local level were also becoming aware of the right to water and its potential impacts on the 

community and on the growing local water movement.  For example, during an interview with a 

prominent corporate participant he notes off the recorded record that the company receives daily 
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news briefings on topics related to the right to water, Maude Barlow, and Detroit water activists 

and is following developments closely.7  Another corporate participant also mentions that the 

terminology is now coming up in closed local government meetings and that the lawyers for one 

county served by the DWSD have addressed the possible implications.8   

Micro-macro interactions: Following the Maude Barlow visit local groups (Michigan 

Welfare Right and the People’s Water Board) and local chapters of national groups (Food and 

Water Watch) connect with an organization Barlow founded (The Blue Planet Project) to jointly 

file a complaint to Catarina de Albuquerque, the United Nations’ Special Rapporteur on the 

Human Right to Safe Drinking Water and Sanitation. The complaint outlined the details and 

impacts of water shutoffs in Detroit and is filed on June 18th 2014. It states, 

The case of water cut-offs in the City of Detroit speaks to the deep racial divides and 
intractable economic and social inequality in access to services within the United States. 
The burden of paying for city services has fallen onto the residents who have stayed 
within the economically depressed city, most of whom are African-American. These 
residents have seen water rates rise by 119 per cent within the last decade. With official, 
understated unemployment rates at a record high and the official, understated poverty rate 
at about 40 per cent, Detroit water bills are unaffordable to a significant portion of the 
population. (p. 3).9 
 
Although some national press described the chances of a response to the complaint as 

“Nil”,10 the official U.N. response takes only a week and arrives by the end of this period. 

Catarina de Albuquerque, to whom the complaint was made, is joined by the Special Rapporteurs 

for Adequate Housing and Extreme Poverty in the response as these three experts officially wade 

into the Detroit shutoff crisis. The public response and accompanying press release are clear and 

decisive stating,  

Disconnection of water services because of failure to pay due to lack of means constitutes 
a violation of the human right to water and other international human rights. 
 
Catarina de Albuquerque specifically is quoted in the same release,  
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Disconnections due to non-payment are only permissible if it can be shown that the 
resident is able to pay but is not paying. In other words, when there is genuine inability to 
pay, human rights simply forbids disconnections.11  
 
Coverage in international media is almost immediate and local media soon follow, while 

local activists appear to be inspired to further action. As one heavily involved local and long-

time community organizer and activist recalls of the complaint to the U.N. and the response from 

the Rapporteurs, 

The U.N. complaint was, compared to any other political action that I've personally been 
associated with, successful beyond anybody's expectations. (Industry) 
 

Stage 3: Water as Right (July 2014 to October 2014) 

In the days and weeks following the United Nations’ response the local situation in 

Detroit continued to transform.  Local media, residents, groups, and politicians became 

increasingly aware of the HRW and of the water shutoffs more generally.   

Local conditions: Rallying around HRW.  Following the U.N. response, recognition of 

the shutoffs, the numbers impacted, and the links to a broader movement and institutional 

structure around the HRW became more widely acknowledged receiving increased news 

coverage locally as well as ongoing coverage in national and international media. The local 

campaign also was regenerated with the combination of local actions and the U.N.’s support. As 

one activist recounts,  

On the one hand both the direct actions, that very physical arrest was on YouTube and 
went widely around, but the U.N. statement from Catarina, the first one, was also picked 
up internationally. So suddenly this was an international story and the dailies had to start 
covering it. The Detroit papers had to cover it because, you know, they're getting calls 
from the other side of the planet [laughing], and they're looking like they're missing 
something under their nose. So both of those things I think were energizing for the 
campaign. (Expert) 
 

Among local actors this can be seen in more common usage of the rights terminology, linking 

the situation in Detroit to other areas that have fought for water rights, and to a broader narrative 
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around justice and equality. A long-time community leader discusses the idea of water as a 

human right at this stage and the resonance the idea began to have in the community, 

But I think once people heard it they just went like, ‘yeah, of course’. There is something 
inherent and inalienable about it that people get. But it wasn't common parlance six 
months ago. And they did make that happen I think. The initiative may have happened 
before they [United Nations] came but suddenly, you know, it's on the banners and it is 
being spray-painted. (Expert)  
 

Micro-level Events: 

This common language and understanding resulted in coalitions of activist, community, 

and citizens groups uniting around the issue and new water-based groups emerging.  As one 

long-term member of the PWB notes, 

The People's Water Board I have to say was overwhelmed by what occurred afterwards. 
Each organization has one voting member, so we have nine votes. But after that event 
there were 80, 90 almost 100 folks there. There were 20 proposals on the agenda. 
(Community) 
 
This convergence is largely positive but also presents some challenges with different 

groups collecting funds from donors, distributing water, and speaking to the media on behalf of 

the cause. Local activists are also impacted by the accident that put their colleague in hospital in 

New York, following her progress closely and dedicating many activities to her while she is in a 

coma and when she passes away at the beginning of this period. At a protest early in this period 

outside the gates of the company hired to conduct the shutoffs a vigil is held for this activist.  

The activist’s memory became a rallying point for the protest and many movement actors. As 

one participant recalls,  

We dedicated the blockades. When we blocked the trucks we said ‘we’re dedicating this 
to [activist]’. And at that time she was still in the coma but she became…even in her 
accident and death she was an inspiration and energized, there was energy that came out 
of it. Which is one of those unpredictable things like the crucifixion of Jesus worked the 
opposite of what the authorities intended [laughs]. And St. Paul says that, I think it's in 
Corinthian he says ‘if the principalities and powers had known what they were doing they 
never would've crucified the Lord of Glory.’ (Community) 
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By mid-July anger over, and interest in, the shutoffs had not subsided and were growing 

stronger. A large protest organized by local activists along with the National Nurses United (the 

largest U.S. national nurses union) who happened to be in Detroit for an annual convention drew 

over one thousand demonstrators to the streets of Detroit and garnered significant media 

attention. Signage and chants frequently included terms and symbols of the international water 

justice movement, “Water = Life” and “Water is a Human Right” as well as frequent signs and 

chants referring to the United Nations.12 A local activist recalls the importance of the event in 

broadening awareness and interest for the water shutoffs by showing solidarity and linking the 

shutoffs to potential public health issues that many more affluent Detroit residents had not yet 

considered. As one long-time Detroit resident and community activist recalls of the rally, 

And another thing happened there too, they brought the nurses union into town and they 
organized that big action on the Friday. And it was another thing that certainly locally got 
a lot of attention. And in a slightly different context, took it out of the economic context 
and brought it into healthcare, into a health context…it was just a crisis, a health crisis. 
There was a great sign “Where do you expect us to shit?” I have to admit, as a white 
middle-class privileged person, I didn’t even consider that. Where are they doing it? 
(Community)          
   
Shortly afterwards, Maude Barlow and members of her group, the Council of Canadians, 

organized a water delivery to Detroit bringing several hundreds of gallons of water in several 

cars across the border from nearby Windsor, Ontario. A waiting crowd of roughly 100 gathered 

in front of Detroit’s downtown municipal buildings just across the river for what had been 

termed “The Water Convoy”.  While the waiting crowd of roughly 100 protesters and onlookers 

on a weekday afternoon wasn’t particularly large, the media presence was. Satellite trucks from 

four major news channels (ABC, CBS, CTV Canada, and Fox) broadcast images of the event 

locally and across the country, while several print and radio journalists also worked the waiting 

crowd.13  The crowd’s chants again emphasized the moral aspects of the campaign with 
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questions posed by various local activists over a megaphone repeatedly and answered in unison 

by the crowd including “Who’s on our side? United Nations. Who’s on their side? 

Corporations”, “Water is a human right. Water is a living right”, and “Who’s water? Our 

water.”14  Although the Canadian water delivery was delayed at the border for some time and 

charged a token duty on the water, they eventually arrived driving in convoy through downtown 

Detroit with Canadian flags waving and horns honking.  One of the Canadian visitors 

commented that although they were delayed at the border at least an hour for questioning, they 

had heard that U.S. border guards had been told to let them through so as not to cause an even 

larger “media event”.15  

The attention and emotional resonance that the water shutoffs had with the community, 

the media, and a broad national audience certainly did not go unnoticed by local authorities and 

governance bodies.  Although the DWSD had made no moves to change their shutoff policy up 

to this point the public demonstrations and events of July were met with an unprecedented public 

comment by the federal judge overseeing the Detroit bankruptcy case. According to a local 

media outlet he commented,  

“Your residential shutoff program has caused not only a lot of anger in the city and also a 
lot of hardship," Rhodes told Darryl Latimer, deputy director of the water department. 
The other issue: "It's caused a lot of bad publicity for the city it doesn't need right now." 
He told water officials to be back in court Monday to update him on city initiatives to 
help residents in arrears keep their water on.16 
 
The DWSD, with pressure from the Mayor’s Office, soon implemented a 14-day 

moratorium on shutoffs while they attempted to sign those with overdue accounts up for payment 

plans.  However, not all news was as positive for the burgeoning water movement and its 

supporters across the city.  In an attempt to extend a permanent moratorium on shutoffs for those 

who lacked the ability to pay, several groups initiated legal proceedings, which again came 
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before federal Judge Rhodes.  This time, while suggesting that the case was out of his 

jurisdiction the Judge commented on the HRW that "There is no such right or law." 17 

Micro-macro interactions: As this period progresses the initial energy and enthusiasm of 

the summer months begins to wane somewhat as local community members, activists, residents, 

and others supporting the HRW concept face the challenges of implementation and little 

recognition from local authorities.  However, local groups invite the U.N. Rapporteurs for water 

and sanitation and housing to conduct an onsite visit in Detroit as a follow-up to the U.N.’s June 

response to the situation.  The U.N.’s multi-day visit to Detroit takes place in late October and 

involves tours of local neighborhoods, meetings with local groups, meetings with DWSD 

officials and the Mayor’s Office, and meetings with residents impacted by the shutoffs.  The 

second day of the visit culminates in a public townhall meeting. Posters distributed in local 

communities ask that those impacted by the water shutoffs attend to give testimony to the U.N. 

representatives.18  

 On the day of the meeting the room in a downtown Detroit community college campus is 

packed with roughly 400 attendees, local groups offering assistance, and numerous media. The 

U.N. representatives begin by cautioning and reminding attendees that they have no legal 

authority in the U.S. but are there to provide advice and exposure to the cause.19 Dozens of 

residents stand in line at a microphone to tell their own stories of their water shutoffs as chants 

such as “Human Rights” break out in the crowd in response.  One resident who states she is 

living in a bus shelter with her children after their water shutoff and subsequent eviction 

comments that she and her children try not to eat too much because they know they will struggle 

to find a restroom and asks the crowd, “How can you deny a person the right to use a toilet?”20 
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 The following day the U.N. Rapporteurs hold a press conference before leaving Detroit 

and release a press release commenting that,  

‘We were deeply disturbed to observe the indignity people have faced and continue to 
live with in one of the wealthiest countries in the world and in a city that was a symbol of 
America’s prosperity,’ and ‘We were also distressed to learn from the low-income 
African American residents of the impossible choices they are being compelled to make 
— to either pay their rent or their medical bill, or to pay their water bill.’21 
 

Stage 4: Water as Symbol (ongoing) 

Local conditions: resistance and change. Although the U.N. visit garnered significant 

media attention its impact did not appear to be as significant, or at least as rapid, as many local 

activists and community members hoped.  Instead, this period sees several gradual attempts to 

change policy in light of the increased awareness of the shutoff issue, enhanced knowledge of the 

HRW and global water issues, and increased awareness of the Detroit water situation from 

outside actors.  Instilling these in concrete structural and rule changes continues to pose 

challenges. But, at the same time, water events have begun to crop up in other Western nations 

and around the U.S. with water issues becoming a common rallying or touch point on issues 

ranging from climate change to justice and inequality.  

Micro-level events. The reaction to the U.N. report from local authorities is swift and 

largely negative.  In an interview that spreads rapidly in the local community the Mayor’s chief 

of staff suggests that the U.N. Rapporteurs ignored what local officials told them about the 

current situation and efforts being made in Detroit through the Mayor’s office to enhance 

assistance and offer payment plans for those with overdue bills.  An executive in the mayor’s 

office comments to local media that “We are very disappointed”. She goes on to note of the 

U.N.’s visit, “It makes me question whether they really came here for facts, or just 

propaganda.”22 
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At a DWSD board meeting just two days later comments in the room also capture the 

public reaction of these actors. One member and participant comments that “free water isn’t 

possible” while another comments on the recent visit that the Rapporteurs “are volunteers and 

have no authority,” that theirs is “not a neutral or unbiased view,” and that they are “aligned with 

a litigating party” in reference to the fact that the Rapporteurs were invited to Detroit by several 

of the groups pursuing legal avenues to stop the shutoffs.23 However, contrary to this public 

“water isn’t free” stance, many key local authorities now appear to be more open to the idea that 

many residents can’t afford their water bills, and that this may indeed be a humanitarian crisis. 

For example, a prominent local official comments in private that he may be more open to such 

ideas than his vocal public stance against “free water” would suggest, 

But water isn't free and it can't be free because it costs money to produce it. So somebody 
has got to pay. And it's just a question of who pays. It's like all the other societal issues. 
Water is a human right, so it should be free. Well it can't be free, it's an idiotic comment. 
But, does it mean that everybody can afford the rates that we have to charge? No. So 
there has to be some plan long-term for people who need water and can't afford the 
higher rates to get subsidies. And that process is starting. (Industry) 
 
These attitudes began to be reflected in small structural changes at the local level.  For 

example, the newly approved Great Lakes Water Authority (GLWA), redistributing the DWSD’s 

assets and control with its suburban customers in exchange for an annual payment, included a 

$4.5 million annual provision to help with water payments.  Although community advocates 

continue to point out that this still doesn’t account for those who will simply never be able to 

afford Detroit’s high water rates, it suggests that the events of the last year are having some 

impact on structures and rules surrounding water at the local level. Second, although water 

“affordability” was barely mentioned before the events detailed here the terminology became 

much more common.  The Michigan Governor’s Office’s Draft Water Strategy, released in the 

spring of 2014, explicitly addresses the need to ensure adequate water for all of the state’s 
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citizens recommending that the state “Evaluate current community practices regarding providing 

water to financially distressed customers to ensure all citizens have affordable access to water for 

drinking and sanitation.” (p. 44)24.  Similarly, local media and even the City of Detroit’s Chief 

Operating Officer began to openly discuss the issue and how to change existing payment and 

affordability structures to ensure water access for the City’s poorest residents.25  

Micro-macro interactions: Although no significant interactions have occurred between 

key members of the international water community and the micro-level actors in Detroit, a 

number of more minor events continue to deepen the link between the Detroit situation and 

outside water issues.  For example, local activists follow closely, distribute through social media, 

and have offered support to several water protests and events across the U.S. and around the 

world. More recently these have included announcements and social media comments on new 

water shutoffs in Baltimore, U.S. and on the water use restrictions in California. Also, members 

of a Detroit water activist group have flown to Ireland to offer advice and tactical support for 

members of the Irish water protests that have been ongoing since the fall of 2014.26    

 

Field Configuring Interactions and Change 
	  

In this section I integrate the findings outlined above to illustrate the important role that 

interactions between actors at different levels of the field played in changing the perception of 

water at the local level and in beginning the process of localized field change.  I begin by 

explaining changes to the understandings, rules and positions of the field that occurred over the 

time period then break these down to examine the four distinct understandings of water at the 

local level. I highlight how interactions between actors across levels of the field, outlined in the 
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findings, provided opportunities for change and propose specific mechanisms through which 

such change occurred. 

Micro-Level Field Changes 

Field change may impact one or all of the key components of the field.  Hardy and 

McGuire (2010) summarize these as the “positions, understandings, and rules” (p. 1366) of the 

field.  In this view, positions point to relationships (Wooten & Hoffman, 2008) and structures of 

domination (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992; Swartz, 1997); understandings suggest the shared 

norms and cultural meanings of the field (Scott, 2001; Zilber, 2008); and, rules represent the 

formal structures and regulations of the field (Maguire & Hardy, 2009; Scott, 2001).  In Table 4 I 

summarize changes that occurred at the micro or local level of the field during the case study 

period and following the events and findings outlined above.  I summarize these changes in one 

micro-level portion of the field as they occurred during the research study period.  Below, I 

expand on each of these phases in the understandings of water, and the commensurate changes to 

positions and rules, while highlighting the mechanisms that underlay change at each step.  
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Table 4: Micro-level Changes in the Institutional Field  

Field 
Characteristics 

Stage 1: 
Water as Utility 

Stage 2: 
Water is Life 

Stage 3: 
Water is a Right 

Stage 4:  
Water as Symbol 

Understandings Water and water services are 
taken-for-granted and seen as 
comparable to any utility.  

Those without water recount 
feelings of shame and 
stigma, and fear sharing. 

Little awareness of HRW 
locally. 

Increased awareness of the 
importance of water and 
impacts of disconnections. 

Community members begin to 
realize scope of shutoffs and 
share stories. 

Recognition of broader global 
water issues. 

U.N. support provides moral 
grounds for the local conflict. 

Water shutoff issue becomes less 
about the poor asking for 
handouts and more about 
enforcing international law and 
obligations. 

Awareness that U.N. has little 
local jurisdiction and change 
must continue to be made 
locally. 

Water is symbolic of a larger 
and longer-term fight over 
affordability, access to 
resources, and inequality. 

Positions  Water groups in Detroit meet at 
People’s Water Board but 
have little impact. 

Other local groups are 
fragmented and 
disconnected. 

HRW awareness increases but 
local groups have limited 
skills and resources. 

Consolidation of resources 
between local groups begins 
and joint strategies are 
developed. 

U.N. offers support. 
Displays of growing power of 

local water movement (rallies, 
arrests, meetings etc.) 

Federal Judge presses DWSD to 
change policies.  

National and international 
support and media coverage.  

Local resistance from Mayor’s 
office and others increases as 
they push back against U.N. 
report and criticism.  

Detroit groups work with and 
comment on national and 
international water conflicts 
(California, Ireland, 
Baltimore). 

Rules U.N HRW passed in July 2010 
but little traction in local, 
state or national law in the 
U.S. 

Some jurisdictions have passed 
local HRW legislation (e.g. 
California) 

DWSD offers complex and 
limited options for those 
unable to afford water. 

Local recognition of the HRW 
in international law and 
potential role of U.N.  

Report is submitted to U.N. to 
test applicability of HRW, 
using macro structures. 

Mayor’s office changes rules 
around shutoffs and enhances 
payment plan options, but does 
not implement affordability 
measures. 

Federal Judge comments that 
there is no right to water in 
U.S. 

U.N. representatives visit Detroit 
and reiterate violation of 
international law. 

Increasing local government 
and water board recognition 
of some responsibility to 
provide access to water.   

New GLWA authority includes 
affordability fund, although 
local groups call this 
insufficient.  

Ongoing court challenges 
many with international 
support.  
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First, the most prominent change is that illustrated by the change in understandings or 

what have been termed the ‘conditions’ (Ansari, Wijen, & Gray, 2013) of the field: water 

changed rapidly from being viewed as simply a utility, to essential for life and, later, as a right. 

Second, the positions of actors and organizations in the field also began to change: water 

activists, long working alone, were soon joined by broad coalitions of local groups; the DWSD, 

which had historically managed shutoffs without intervention, became heavily influenced by the 

federal courts, the Mayor’s office, and outside scrutiny; the DWSD’s powers and jurisdiction 

were largely supplanted by the GLWA; and, global water groups struggling to implement the 

HRW began to get local press and resonance for their ideas. Finally, the rules of the field, 

ostensibly changed at the global level for several years, began to slowly impact local rules: 

federal judges were made aware of and are in the process of considering the role of the HRW 

locally, and new GLWA rules include provisions of $4.5 million for affordability and water 

access while the City of Detroit’s Chief Operating Officer has since voiced support for 

considering rates based on affordability.  

Micro and Macro Actors and Their Interactions 

Changes to local field understandings occurred in four distinct phases which in the prior 

analysis and section I have termed: Water as Utility, Water as Life, Water as Right, and Water as 

Symbol.  By organizing these phases of change chronologically it became apparent that certain 

unique mechanisms of change were key at each stage in facilitating transitions from one state to 

another, and that these often focused around the interactions across field levels identified earlier.  

Below I describe how each of these states and mechanisms emerged from the data.  

Transition 1: Water as Utility to Water as Life. As described above, on entering the 

research site water was largely taken-for-granted and viewed as simply another utility like gas or 
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electricity.  But, as water shutoffs began, important local events provided conditions that were 

ripe for change. The shame and embarrassment that had traditionally surrounded water 

disconnections had tended to leave those without water unwilling to discuss their situation with 

neighbors or to speak out in public. Similarly, a widespread fear that child services would 

remove children from homes without water prevented sharing of experiences publicly or even 

between all but the most trusted friends and neighbours.  However, as the renewed shutoffs 

began in the spring of 2014 the local contractor hired to conduct disconnections adopted a new 

practice to help track the numerous homes on their lists, marking each disconnected home with a 

blue stripe of spray-paint on the sidewalk outside the residence.27 While merely an operational 

convenience for the contractors these marks led many shutoff residents to realize that they were 

not alone and, on many blocks, were in fact in the majority.  Further, the experience of a 

prominent local activist of being arrested in her pajamas over a dispute with the contractors, and 

her subsequent telling of this story to local audiences and retelling among community members, 

also appeared to facilitate the willingness of others to publicly share their own shutoff 

experiences.   

While these events and others fueled awareness and community connections among the 

local population they lacked a focus or community gathering in which to discuss the issues and 

mobilize. Observations and interview data suggest that the visit of Maude Barlow offered the 

first such major opportunity. At this event, residents saw other community members who were 

no longer anonymous, saw the number of outside groups and citizens present and supportive, 

shared stories, and heard stories of similar struggles in Detroit and in other global communities.  

The mood in the room turned from shame and fear at the out-set to one of singing, sharing of 
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stories, and community support by the end leading to a different view about the importance of 

water, the role of water, and its shared impact on the community.   

The role of shame was viewed often at the early stages of this crisis and mentioned 

frequently by interview participants who dealt directly with those impacted by shutoffs.  As one 

activist explains of her experiences dealing with the impacted residents,  

A lot of people are not going to want to talk about it because there’s a certain amount of 
shame that they have about that, but there are people who will speak out about the 
experience and I think it’s a really important story to be told. (Activist) 
 
Similarly, another community member recalls of an outside group trying to interview the 

impacted residents,  

…and people were like ‘don't take my name, don't take my picture.’ It's this dignity thing. 
(Community)  
 
Creed at al. (2014) in a review and theoretical model of shame and its role in institutional 

processes argue that shame can serve as a powerful form of disciplinary power in groups of 

people and communities.  Individuals internalize a sense of shame by imagining what others’ 

assessments might be and often finding themselves “wanting” (283) as they assess their own 

behaviours in what Cooley (1967) has termed the “looking glass” of our own beliefs.  While 

many individuals react to the experience of shame by masking transgressions, as occurred here at 

the outset of the shutoffs, others may reject shaming attempts when compliance is too demanding 

or when the transgressor is simply unable to comply. Additionally, shame attempts may trigger 

sensemaking and “alter its scope and content” with the result that shaming attempts and the 

individuals or institutional prescriptions doing the shaming may be rejected or the transgressor 

may decide that those persons may not speak for the broader community (Creed et al., 2014, 

287). Also studying shame as a motivating emotion for collective mobilization Collins’ (2001) 

research offers some insight to how such changes in attitude and sensemaking around the 
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experience of shame may transpire. In the first of two key steps in what Collins terms a two-

stage process of emotional transformation he sees a vital sharing of, or spreading of, a motivating 

emotion throughout the group that occurs such that it removes the “painful edge” and becomes a 

focus of attention and shared energy (p. 29).  In the micro-level events I describe above including 

the revealing aspects of the blue paint and a very public story of a local activist’s disconnection 

and arrest, as well as the focused sharing that the visit of a macro-level actor provided, this 

transition and eventual rejection of the emotion of shame was evident.   

Drawing on the data and the two bodies of research above, the mechanism I observed for 

this first stage transition I term collective catharsis whereby actors jointly recognize their shared 

views and fates but also share common emotions and experiences, often finding at least some 

degree of release. In addition, the belief that water was essential for life fueled sensemaking 

around the legitimacy of the shutoffs, allowing those present at this event to collectively begin to 

reject such attempts. The collective aspects of what I observed here also bear much in common 

with mechanisms such as ‘collective theorization’ that have been recognized as an early step in 

field change (Ansari, Wijen, & Gray, 2013; Strang & Soule, 1998).  However, while collective 

theorization focuses on how actors specify problems and solutions, often through rational 

processes, what occurred at this first stage was highly emotional and relied on mutual awareness, 

sharing of experiences, and shared sensemaking about the perceived transgression and its 

rejection with the support of both like others and outside supporters. 

Transition 2: Water as Life to Water as Right.  The events leading up to and 

surrounding this first key interaction with the struggles and changes occurring in the global 

community around water laid the foundation for changes to come. Following the event with 

Barlow many attendees and local organizers recount, as outlined in the Findings, the sharing, 
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collaboration, and revitalization of the movement and key local actors.  This energy quickly 

resulted in the agreement to write and submit a formal complaint to the U.N. regarding the 

Detroit shutoffs.  However, Barlow’s visit and the stories of the shutoffs continued to receive 

limited attention from local media and government, meaning that the sharing of experiences were 

confined to a small group. However, the rapid response from the U.N. and the decisive language 

of the response quickly fueled the transformation that had begun in the prior period.  

At this stage I identified two mechanism that promoted actors’ collective actions around 

water and effecting local change in the field. First, a key mechanism that begins to become 

evident in my observations at this stage is moral catalysis, in which the emotions that first 

caused a sense of shame and emotional withdrawl, and then were shared in the collective and 

cathartic process outlined above through communal meetings and group support, now become 

the fuel for further action.  This mechanism is an extension of the second step in Collin’s process 

whereby the original shared emotions begin to be transmuted or transformed into feelings of 

solidarity, enthusiasm, and energy to take action. Ultimately the initial emotions, in this case 

several emotions including shame and fear, serve as drivers for a sense of morality and the 

original shared emotions and experiences become more positive and take on “a higher 

importance, even a magnetic quality” (Collins, 2001, p. 29).  Although Collins sees an internal 

group-led process the events in Detroit showed a clear impetus for change and guiding of the 

language around the HRW based on the U.N.’s response that rights violations were occurring.   

In a similar vein, Creed et al. draw on organizational literature on “voice” (Zhou & 

George, 2001) whereby individuals can “communicate grievances and propose actions to 

improve working relations or practices” (Creed et al. 2014, p. 287).  Rather than leaving the 

community, another reaction to shaming attempts may be to reject such attempts but to stay 
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within the community, finding kindred spirits and attempting to change those parts of the 

institutional arrangements which they have rejected while also forming affective relationships 

with other community members that may strengthen the commitment to institutional structures 

(Voronov & Vince, 2012). Such behaviours may be especially prevalent where individuals feel a 

strong commitment to their community and its social relationships, as was the case with the 

strong community connections already existing in Detroit and further developing around the 

water issue. In introducing the mechanism of moral catalysis I draw from these ideas suggesting 

that individuals grouped at the micro level, with the support of macro actors, fought for change 

by leveraging the emotions of the first transformation to provide the moral legitimacy, solidarity, 

and drive for action that was required to effect change.  

Although a smaller group were aware of this water rights language at the prior stage or 

earlier it becomes much more widespread at this stage and a familiar term in media articles, 

conversations, and on protest signage and graffiti thereby offering structure and legitimacy to the 

conversation while fueling much broader interest. As this diffusion of ideas began to occur I 

observed a third mechanism, moral amplification, whereby the moral component of the argument 

fueled the rapid spread of ideas across the field at the micro level, both in Detroit and in nearby 

cities (e.g. Chicago, Baltimore, Cleveland). By repeating meanings and framing across field 

networks actors have been shown to deliver messages through a variety of organizations and a 

multiplicity of voices, both enhancing legitimacy and enhancing the legitimacy of field 

challengers (Barley, 2010).  On a similar note, catalytic amplification has been recognized as a 

mechanism by which powerful actors may similarly resonate ideas through the networks and 

structures of the field at multiple levels (Ansari, Wijen, & Gray, 2013).  Where the current 

mechanism differs is that amplification occurred not as a controlled process by powerful field 
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actors but as an almost organic process, based on the shock and moral outrage surrounding the 

shutoffs and the media coverage they attracted both locally and around the world. The degree of 

coverage and the degree of moral outrage by non-effected observers in fact surprised most of the 

key players as it motivated further coverage, drew donations, and inspired rallies and widespread 

interest in the issue through informal networks, media, and social media.  In addition, outside 

groups began to leverage the water shutoffs to attract attention for related issues surrounding the 

water shutoffs, from racism to civil liberties and health implications, thereby spreading, 

reinforcing and further enhancing the moral outrage surrounding the shutoffs and processes of 

moral amplification across their own broad networks. 

Transition 3: Water as Right to Water as Symbol.   Although the October visit of the 

U.N. Rapporteurs was a key point in reaffirming the rights violations and garnering renewed 

media and government attention, it did not appear to have the impact organizers had hoped on 

changing local laws or policy around water affordability and the shutoffs. Although the struggle 

continued in Detroit with a series of smaller demonstrations and court challenges, much of the 

current local attention and social media has tended to focus beyond the city’s borders. 

Subsequent events suggest that the fight for water in Detroit and elsewhere is by no means over 

and that water has come to symbolize larger struggles over resource control and ownership and 

inequalities. 

In early 2015 alone activists continued to challenge water access issues through various 

channels in Detroit while even the hint of a possibility of renewed water shutoffs after winter 

stoppages (due to inability to access water connections) has garnered media attention almost 

immediately.  At the same time new water protests have broken out around the world: in Ireland 

over water rate increases and privatization; in Baltimore, Maryland over similar water shutoffs; 
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and, in California over water use restrictions for residents amidst high corporate usage for 

fracking and bottled water.  These events continue to motivate and inform one another as 

communities offer encouragement, press and social media coverage, and even physical support 

and training to one another in a synergistic process.  These external events continue the cathartic, 

catalytic and amplification processes identified in prior steps but are also a driver or mechanism 

of change in and of themselves.  While these synergies of resources and support are important, 

however, they are not always present or essential.   

Observations here suggest that the increased awareness of water, water services, water 

issues including scarcity, and the human rights arguments spread by the public and media at the 

prior step appears to have prepared fertile ground for later conflicts.  Based on these 

observations, I identify a fourth mechanism that has allowed the struggle to continue to grow and 

to spread, potentiation. Potentiation, a term drawn from the natural sciences, refers to a chemical 

process whereby one agent enhances another such that their combined effect is greater than each 

individual event, much like synergy, but where this combined effect also produces a “a long-

lasting strengthening of the response” as a result of repeated stimulation, a process that has been 

related to both learning and the formation of long-term memory. These observations suggest that 

the micro-macro interactions and mechanisms at earlier stages, combined with the amplification 

and media coverage of these events may have opened pathways and opportunities for later 

conflicts over water to skirt or accelerate the earlier stages of education, knowledge sharing, and 

introduction of rights-based arguments. As such, subsequent yet unrelated events may have 

moved more directly and rapidly through the earlier stages and mechanisms.   

Of course, the role of events and their impact on field levels shifts is well recognized 

(Hoffman, 1999) as is their cascading effect (Ansari, Wijen, & Gray, 2013) and interrelation 
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through event sequencing (Nasra & Dacin, 2010).  The concept of ‘path dependency’ has shown 

that events and outcomes may be determined by events that preceded them and results are, 

therefore, mediated by the context in which they occur which is “often inherited from the past” 

(Hall & Taylor, 1996, p. 941).  Similarly, on a related note but taking a different view of the 

relationship between events, Dorado (2005) notes that ‘partaking’ occurs when the autonomous 

actions of actors converge over time to form new institutional fields or practices. With the 

concept of potentiation I argue that the sheer number and repetition of similar events in different 

places across the field leads to support for one another and further field change, even if slowly.  

This view draws more directly on findings on projects and ‘projects as events’ studies which 

argue that actions may shape future events through changing opportunity structures such as 

categorization processes and “social and symbolic boundaries” as well as triggering networks 

and enabling cross-level coordination of actors (Maoret, Massa, & Jones, 2011, p. 435).  As 

such, these localized micro-level field events are neither clearly cascading and interrelated nor 

entirely autonomous, but instead have a distal impact on one another by creating public 

awareness and consciousness of novel conceptions of a once taken-for-granted resource and 

thereby opening new pathways and opportunities for subsequent actors.  At its centre, water 

appears to have become a rallying point not just across communities but as a touch point for 

discussions ranging from social justice and democracy to sustainability.  

 

Discussion 
	  

A large and growing body of research has examined the role of various events and actors 

in field change.  This research has increasingly turned to the interactions between actors and their 

role in change, including studies of the interactions between central and peripheral actors and 
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macro and micro actors, and the processes by which these interactions occur (Kraemer, 

Whiteman, & Banerjee, 2013; Wright & Zammuto, 2013). The current study provides an account 

of the role that actors at different levels and positions in the field play in change processes over 

time, how these actors relate and interact, and the events which offer occasions for such 

otherwise rare interactions to occur. Using a detailed in situ case study of a local water conflict in 

Detroit Michigan over more than 18 months beginning in September 2013 I examine how the 

passage of the Human Right to Water at the United Nations in 2010 was diffused and translated 

to the local level. The situation, data, and timing of the study allow for a first hand account of the 

dynamics of these encounters rather than a post-hoc interpretation of historical or archival data as 

has informed prior, albeit important, findings on cross-level field change (Ansari, Wijen, & 

Gray, 2013; Wright & Zammuto, 2013). Specifically, I examine the role of individual actors at 

the local and micro levels of the field and their interactions with macro actors and transnational 

ideas and changes and the occasions on which these interactions occur in order to answer the 

question posed at the outset, What role do individuals play in multi-level change processes over 

time and how do events facilitate such interactions?   

The findings of this paper show, first, an important role for individuals and their 

emotions, actions, and behaviours at the local level as they interact with one another and with 

macro-level actors. Four novel mechanisms are introduced that seek to explain the processes of 

change at these opportunities for interaction. Second, I find that the importance of these 

interactions suggests a role for less structured and formalized events and interactions between 

multi-level field members as opportunities for both emotional sharing and contagion between 

individuals, and justification for further change. I discuss the findings in detail below.  
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A Role for Micro Level Field Actors 

This study illustrates distinct phases whereby important actions by actors at the local 

level interacted with macro actors and ideas to effect change. In tracing this process through 

what were identified during data analysis as four separate phases of change at the local level, and 

three transitions that occurred between phases during the data collection period. Each of these 

highlights not only the importance of understanding the events and individual actions and 

reactions at the local level, but the importance of the interaction with more macro-level actors in 

stimulating, shaping, and enhancing these actions and reactions. At the local level those who had 

had their water shutoff experienced shame at the outset but, in subsequent phases and with the 

support of macro-level actors and ideas this emotion was shared then was redirected into support 

for other transgressors and to widespread rejection of the legitimacy of the shutoffs. Ultimately 

the impacted “refuse[d] to be silent or go away” (Creed, Hudson, Okhuysen, & Smith-Crowe, 

2014, p. 292) and began to demonstrate in the streets and use various legislative and judicial 

tactics to attempt to impact change processes. Next, focusing on the mechanisms that facilitated 

changes in understandings, rules and positions at the local level around each of the key 

interactions identified above, I find four novel mechanisms that expand current understandings 

of micro-level field change: collective catharsis, moral catalysis, moral amplification, and 

potentiation.  

These findings contribute to extant literature on field change in two important ways.  

First, by illustrating and arguing for an essential role for individual actors and their on the ground 

actions and reactions in multi-level field change processes this study contributes needed insight 

to a growing stream of research on multi-level field change processes that have to date been 

unable to fully account for the role of individual actors, even while noting their importance 
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(Wright & Zammuto, 2013). The importance of studying multi-level field change processes has 

been well acknowledged. Building on Barley and Tolbert’s (1997) model for the interplay 

between institutions and localized actions a stream of emerging research has begun to explore 

interactions across levels and between field actors in different field locations as actions at the 

micro-level shape social, political, and cultural meaning systems (Lounsbury, Ventresca, & 

Hirsch, 2003; Lounsbury, 2007) and actors trade resources and ideas across levels (Kraemer, 

Whiteman, & Banerjee, 2013). While Wright and Zammuto (2013) offer the most 

comprehensive multi-level study to date illustrating how actors across vertical and horizontal 

levels of the field interacted to bring about change the study’s post hoc and historical case study 

approach does not provide sufficient data to include individual actors, and their actions and 

reactions, in the proposed model. Another related stream of research has noted the importance of 

examining the role of individual micro-level actors in field and institutional processes ranging 

from the institutional work of actors (Lawrence & Suddaby, 2006) to their emotions and actions 

as the micro-foundations of institutions (Creed, DeJordy, & Lok, 2010; Voronov & Vince, 

2012), particularly the role of less powerful micro-level actors (Van Gestel & Hillebrand, 2011).  

The mechanisms identified here make clear first, the gradual process by which macro-

level actors support and stimulate change on the ground by providing structure for ideas and 

opportunities for sharing experiences and supporting community members.  In each of the phases 

identified here micro-level actors and events play an important role, but the interaction with 

actors and understandings from the macro-level are key in providing both an outlet and discourse 

for sharing stories, sharing experiences and emotions, and engaging in organized actions, 

providing top-down or trickle-down support from the macro to the local level. Second, these 

mechanisms also identify several means by which local engagement, energization and 
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catalyzation can amplify to non-local channels and to other non-related local conflicts in a 

bottom-up effect.  In this way, the global or macro actors are also reinvigorated while their cause 

receives necessary attention, increases in salience, and is provided with evocative local stories 

and moral justification that supports their own macro activities and efforts.  

Second, the micro level data of this study allows for a unique perspective on how the 

actions and reactions of individuals may impact field change efforts and processes. I incorporate 

prior work in sociology that argues that individuals interactions create the conditions for greater 

change as well as more recent research that links personal affective and emotional processes with 

both the reproduction and transformation of institutions and fields (Voronov & Vince, 2012).  In 

this view, individuals gain mutual awareness and begin to share both thoughts and actions 

through two interrelated mechanisms, ‘shared action and awareness’ and ‘shared emotion’ 

(Durkheim, 1912/1965). Collin’s (2004) argues further that these interactions as well as the 

rituals and symbols frequently attached to such events, create emotional energy leading to 

feelings including “confidence, courage to take action, boldness in taking initiative” (p. 38). The 

events in Detroit during this study show that, as Collins predicts, the energy created often has a 

moral component as the individual begins to feel “not only good, but exalted, with the sense of 

doing what is most important and valuable” leading an individual to want to repeat such 

experiences (p. 39). Collins argues that this combination of shared energy, confidence, desire to 

act, and moral justification are likely to become both high points of individual experience as well 

as key points in history where social structures may be torn up and new ones created. As such, 

Collins’s view of ritual departs from other schools of thought that see ritual primarily as a tool of 

stability and tradition, and instead suggests that these interactions may be mechanisms of change, 

“providing the occasions on which change breaks through” (Collins, 2004, p. 43).  However, 
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while this work focuses solely on micro-level interactions the study here adds to this work 

showing the role of macro-level actors in bringing ideas and connections to the local level and in 

leveraging the local moral catalysis to spur amplification and potentiation of the cause to effect 

further and more broad-based field change efforts.  

Field Configuring Interactions as Opportunities for Change 

In the prior section I noted the importance of interactions between micro individual actors 

and macro actors in driving change and the mechanisms that marked these changes.  However, as 

illustrated in the data, these key interactions were not ongoing as macro actors were not often 

physically located in the local area, or had other issues and global events to attend to. Tracking 

the dynamics of change at the macro-level of the field and then following as these dynamics 

were connected with local actions and actors, allowed for unique insights on the role of these 

interactions and events in field change.  Instead of being ongoing, I find that important field 

transformations occur around key events that allow macro actors to interact with local actors, 

bringing resources, knowledge, and support to the local level while drawing on the emotion, 

experiences and energy of micro actors to stimulate broader change and awareness.  As these 

important yet less formalized and structured interactions I observed in this study between micro 

and macro field actors differ from prior literature on shock, jolts and field configuring events I 

term them field configuring interactions. Field configuring interactions refer to a variety of less 

formalized and less structured events – including meetings, demonstrations, townhalls, media 

commentary, visits, press conferences and so forth – that provide opportunities for field actors 

across levels, both powerful and less powerful, to meet, become mutually aware, engage with 

one another’s ideas, and take action. I discuss the background and basis for this term further 

here, and offer a visual model of their importance at each stage of transition in Figure 5
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Figure	  5: Micro Level Events and Micro-Macro Interactions 
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Building on the tradition of a role for shocks and jolts in field change, recent research has 

also noted the importance of key field configuring events around which important field changes 

occur.  In this view conferences, trade shows, award ceremonies, and other professional 

gatherings offer opportunities for field actors to co-locate in time and space while sharing ideas 

and information, coordinating actions, and increasing mutual awareness (Anand & Watson, 

2004; Hardy & McGuire, 2010; Lampel & Meyer, 2008; Zilber, 2007; Zilber, 2006).  As a result 

these events offer opportunities for diverse actors to assemble in “temporary social 

organizations” (Lampel & Meyer, 2008, p. 1026) that may potentially influence field “positions, 

understandings, and rules” (Hardy & McGuire, 2010, p. 1366).  While offering important 

insights to field change, research on field configuring events has tended to overlook less 

structured and formalized interactions and events, and the role they play in building relationships 

and sharing information across levels of the field and between central and peripheral actors. 

Further, recent research suggests that the these formalized events and structures may in fact limit 

or delay change as actors become entrenched in their positions and issues become fragmented 

(Schüssler, Rüling, & Wittneben, 2014).  This general neglect may in part be due to the relative 

lack of attention to the individuals’ role and emotions in such processes as well as to the very 

real fact that less powerful individuals may often be excluded from such events and channels of 

power, limiting their impact as well as the observability of their actions.   

While organizations and fields literature may have a limited understanding of the role of 

less powerful and micro level actors in change more broadly, and in field configuring events 

more specifically, seminal literature in sociology that I draw on above also suggests a more 

prominent role for interactions that develop relationships between micro-level actors and allow 

them to develop shared goals and values. Durkheim (1912/1965), while focusing primarily on 
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the effects of bodily assembly and the interaction of physical forms, suggests that human 

interactions result in a processes of intensified and shared experiences, which he terms 

‘collective effervescence’. Building on this literature, Collins later extended these theories to 

consider an important role for interaction rituals. While Durkheim (1912/1965) and Collins 

(2001; 2004) argue for a highly micro-level and often less agentic form of interaction, building 

on the data from the current study I suggest that micro-level events may also be prompted and 

energized by input from, and interactions with, macro-level actors.  These interactions impact 

micro-level events and bring enhanced awareness and shared emotion to micro-level actors, 

shaping local events towards the new rules and understandings of the field.  I argue that these 

interactions are more informal and less structured than ‘field configuring events’ but are vitally 

important in integrating macro-level changes with micro-level actors and actions to affect field 

change, especially for bringing less powerful actors to the stage.	  	  Although a role for less 

powerful actors and more casual discursive spaces has in part been recognized in the field 

configuring events literature (Hardy & McGuire, 2010; Schüssler, Rüling, & Wittneben, 2014), 

these interactions are not the focus of these events, tend to draw smaller audiences, and are often 

likely to have highly controlled invitation and guests lists.  All of these factors limit the ability 

for the sharing, emotional interactions and transformations, and dynamic growth in awareness 

that characterize the interactions found to be so essential in this study.   

In developing the idea of field configuring interactions I seek to contribute to and extend 

a rich history of literature on the important role for events, shock, and jolts in field change and 

enhance this literature by drawing attention to less formal interactions that often include and 

attract less powerful and more micro-level actors than events generally studied prior to this.  In 

introducing the role of micro-level events and interactions in field change I also introduce a more 
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important connection between field change events and the growing interest in micro-level and 

emotional process that has been expanding in organizations literature in recent years.  Integrating 

a growing interest with the role of multi-level actors in change (Wright & Zammuto, 2013) with 

the rich literature on events, shocks and jolts I contribute to this literature by demonstrating that 

the informal and inclusive events observed herein offered essential opportunities for actors to 

meet and for change to be stimulated.   

Second, the phases and mechanisms discussed here suggest that early field interactions 

impact later interactions and that events and outcomes may be at least in part determined by 

those that preceded them. Although prior work on change has examined the role of such “path 

dependency” at the field or institutional level it has primarily focused on key events and 

junctures, often external to the field (Hall & Taylor, 1996; Nasra & Dacin, 2010). The current 

study extends this line of research by introducing Collin’s idea around interaction ritual chains 

and suggesting that one of the factors that may build across events and thereby impact later 

events is this emotional and energy component.  As events serve to catalyze and transform 

emotions of shame into energy and provide moral justification for further action, individuals 

come into subsequent events and interactions with a different mindset, new knowledge, and new 

motivation, changing the factors that underlie later interactions and events and enhancing our 

understanding of the progression and processes of cross-level field change.   

Future Research 

The current study occurred at a time when the Detroit water system was publicly owned 

with limited explicit private involvement in the issues captured herein. Although interviews did 

include several corporate players this study does not fully consider the important role business 

will play in water access issues in future. Industrial and agricultural water usage are forecasted to 
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be the main contributors to increased demands (2030 Water Resource Group, 2013) and water 

scarcity has been identified as a leading business concern among executives (Ernst & Young, 

2012) and an important business risk (KPMG, 2012; WBCSD, 2009; World Economic Forum, 

2015) leading to numerous strategic and operational changes around water use and institutions. 

Future research considering the role of businesses in water access and equality issues and in 

water institutional and field change more broadly will prove extremely important and timely.  

Second, the use of a single exploratory case study does generate many cautions when 

generalizing findings.  Analyzing the emerging cases of water conflict, or similar conflicts over 

the translation of global rights and equality institutions to the local level, will provide further 

insights. Also, the current case captures only emergent change, field change in the form of rule 

changes at the local or national level around water has not yet been achieved, and may never be. 

Future research might consider the challenges of translating moral victories and changes in 

understandings among some local actors into real structural change in the broader field. Collins 

notes about the American civil rights movement of the 1960s, that while it won an impressive 

“symbolic-emotional victory” for moral legitimacy this legitimacy has since proven more 

“symbolic than practical” (Collins, 2001, p. 43).  It remains to be seen whether water rights will 

suffer the same fate. 

Conclusion 

As water resources continue to be strained to meet the needs of a growing global 

population, the link between water access and questions of inequality will become ever more 

prominent. How these issues are determined and how states distribute resources between 

members is by no means decided. In one view, as Citigroup economist Willem Buiter states “I 

expect to see in the near future a massive expansion of investment in the water sector, including 
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the production of fresh, clean water from other sources (desalination, purification), storage, 

shipping and transportation of water” (Lubin, 2011). But public awareness of this previously 

taken-for-granted resource, and the water justice movement, are also growing. As water 

campaigner Maude Barlow states, “the enclosure of the water commons is destroying 

communities and denying people the right to water and sanitation” and adds, “if we do not 

declare water to be a common heritage…we will see the day when governments will no longer 

have the ability to provide water for people or to protect water for the planet” (Barlow, 2013).  

This emerging debate will have important implications for field change and inequalities, and for 

all global citizens. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

Water Warriors at Work: 
The Actors and Work of Institutional Renewal and Maintenance 

 

	  
 

Introduction 
	  

“I expect to see a globally integrated market for fresh water within 25 to 30 years.”  
 - Willem Buiter, Chief Economist, Citigroup (2011) 

 
“…if we do not declare water to be a common heritage…we will see the day when governments 
will no longer have the ability to provide water for people or to protect water for the planet.”  

- Maude Barlow, Blue Planet Project (2013) 
	  
 

Although previously relatively confined to developing nations or the global South, in the 

summer and fall of 2014 battles over water, often termed “water wars”, grabbed headlines and 

began to make their presence felt in the Western world. In Detroit, residents took to the city’s 

streets protesting over 33,000 household water shutoffs by the city’s water department (DWSD, 

2015) with rallying cries and placards asking “Who’s Water? Our Water” and “Who’s on our 
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side? United Nations. Who’s on their side? Corporations.”v  In Ireland, protests over water 

privatization and rate increases throughout the fall of 2014 also brought thousands to the streets 

in ongoing demonstrations across the country. These actions reflect a growing ideological and 

practical debate over how water should be protected and how municipal water services are 

delivered.   

The vast majority of the Western world’s water bodies and municipal water systems have 

historically been publicly owned and operated (Pérard, 2009).  In the U.S. public delivery of 

municipal water services was institutionalized in the late 18th and early 19th Century, just as were 

public education and healthcare, as growing urban populations faced increasing health and 

economic challenges associated with dispersed and uncoordinated water and sewage treatment 

(Koeppel, 2000; Masten, 2010).  This institutionalized public delivery of municipal water 

services has survived for over a century even while other utilities were largely privatized, 

making it an aberrant case in the utilities literature (Masten, 2010). However, in the U.S. alone, 

estimates now suggest that numerous large public water systems have been privatized or face the 

possibility of sales or concessions to private companies amidst pressures from slowing 

economies, diminishing tax bases, and ageing infrastructure (Food and Water Watch, 2010). 

However, these privatizations are facing what industry analysts have termed “potent” opposition 

(Connors & Purtill, 2010). The deliberate work by a variety of groups, individuals, employees, 

and ‘water warriors’ to maintain, protect, and actively defend existing public municipal water 

services provides the context for this chapter. 

Although institutions were traditionally viewed as sites of stability and reproduction 

(Scott, 2001) with maintenance seen as automatic and often uncontested (Jepperson, 1991), early 

research on deinstitutionalization (Oliver, 1992) notes that the survival of institutions cannot 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
v	  From the author’s field observations and data collection. 	  	  
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simply be ‘taken-for-granted’ but instead must be actively reproduced.  However, mechanisms 

that allow for stability have traditionally been little understood and understudied (Scott, 2001) 

despite the fact that this may be a more fundamental question for institutional theory than 

creation (Lawrence & Suddaby, 2006).  In answer to this question, research has begun to 

examine the role of maintenance activities in fields and institutions facing challenges to 

traditional structures (Dacin, Munir, & Tracey, 2010), breakdowns (2009; Hirsch & Bermiss, 

2009; Lok & De Rond, 2013), and breaches (Heaphy, 2013).  An important development in the 

understanding of institutional maintenance has emerged with the concept of institutional work 

focusing on the role of micro-level actors. Defined as the “purposive actions carried out by 

individual and collective actors to create, maintain, and disrupt institutions” (Lawrence, 

Suddaby, & Leca, 2011, p. 52) this approach implies a more “fluid” view of institutional 

processes in which actors proactively negotiate for control while remaining embedded in their 

institutional field (Lawrence & Suddaby, 2006).  

A recent and growing interest in institutional maintenance work has shown an important 

role for the work of actors in reinforcing institutional structures with an emphasis on the 

activities of “institutional custodians” (Dacin & Dacin, 2008). These custodians “sustain 

institutionalized practices” (Dacin & Dacin, 2008, p. 346) through a variety of activities 

including socialization, the enactment of rituals, and enforcement of roles and rules (e.g. Dacin, 

Munir, & Tracey, 2010; Heaphy, 2013; Lok & De Rond, 2013; Zilber, 2009).  While emerging 

studies have begun to consider that the rules and norms of the institution may not always be as 

sacrosanct or as evident, requiring more demanding defense or restoration work (Lefsrud & 

Meyer, 2013; Maguire & Hardy, 2009), it has been suggested that the work of “rebuilding” 

institutions suffering decay or neglect may be unique (Micelotta & Washington, 2013). In 



	   96	  

addition, to date, research has focused extensively on how actors reinforce institutions with 

relatively less attention paid to who these actors are and why they participate in maintenance 

work (Lawrence, Leca, & Zilber, 2013).  While extant research touches on self-interest and 

instrumental motivations emerging studies (Heaphy, 2013; Marti & Mair, 2009) hint at more 

complex and even more morally motivated actions that have not yet been explored (Lawrence, 

Leca, & Zilber, 2013). Also, while research has revealed an important role for professional and 

elite actors in these processes (Micelotta & Washington, 2013; Riaz, Buchanan, & Bapuji, 2011), 

the role of non-elite and low-power actors has received relatively less interest leading to calls for 

attention to a broader array of actors, the work they engage in, the motivations for such work 

(Heaphy, 2013; Lawrence, Leca, & Zilber, 2013), and its emotional aspects (Voronov & Vince, 

2012).   

Drawing on in-depth qualitative empirical research in Detroit and Chicago including 41 

interviews, this study extends research in institutional maintenance work by examining the 

practices of the actors involved at the forefront of institutional maintenance in the field of U.S. 

public municipal water services. In doing so I seek to make several arguments and contributions 

to this literature. First, I extend current literature on defense work and speculation about 

rebuilding work to argue that neglected institutions offer unique challenges for maintenance 

work.  With an institution that has been taken-for-granted to the point of neglect the traditional 

means of maintenance work that focus on reinforcing control, rules, norms, and beliefs may be 

insufficient.  Instead, I find actors undertake what I term institutional renewal work and that the 

first step in maintenance in such systems is creating awareness through several modes of work 

grouped under stimulating attention to the institution and fostering commitment to protecting it.  
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Second, building on the emerging work in institutional maintenance and the role of 

agentic individuals in maintenance activities (Heaphy, 2013; Riaz, Buchanan, & Bapuji, 2011) I 

suggest that actors working to maintain institutions are not homogenous and may in fact not have 

an active role or be deeply embedded in the institution prior to their involvement in maintenance 

activities. I develop a typology of the types of actors and drivers of actions and identify four 

distinct categories of actors: institutional warriors, institutional converts, institutional 

practitioners, and institutional revisionists. I then begin to identify the forms of work that 

different categories of actors are most likely to focus on, and why.  

Finally, the emerging water crisis has made only a small dent on the management 

literature to date (Kurland & Zell, 2010), not at all in proportion to its potential impact on 

business and society. In response, I offer academics, managers and policymakers insight into the 

dynamics of a current water conflict, background for understanding emerging future water 

conflicts from California to Brazil, and insight into what Lawrence et al. (2013) term the 

overlooked “messy day-to-day practices” and “practical issues” of the actors who perform the 

work of protecting water institutions. 

 

The Actors and Work of Institutional Maintenance 
	  
Institutional Maintenance Amidst Institutional Neglect 

Although once seen as sites of stability and structure, it is now acknowledged that many 

fields and institutions face ongoing challenges, instability and flux (Fligstein & McAdam, 2012). 

Accordingly, although institutional maintenance was long understood as automatic and 

regularized (Jepperson, 1991), Oliver’s (1992) work on deinstitutionalization argued that 

maintenance and reproduction might be more complex processes.  For institutional survival to be 
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assured it was not simply sufficient that an institution be ‘taken-for-granted’ but that it be 

actively maintained, renewed, and reproduced.  It is now acknowledged that maintenance 

activities require not simply routine regeneration and replication but also coping with day-to-day 

challenges, breaches, new entrants, external jolts, and changes to proximate fields or conditions 

(Barley, 1986; Dacin, Munir, & Tracey, 2010; Heaphy, 2013; Lok & De Rond, 2013; Zilber, 

2009).   

The institutional work of actors in maintaining institutions in a field amidst pressures to 

change or threats to the institution, is therefore essential in understanding institutional 

maintenance (Lawrence & Suddaby, 2006). Extant literature on institutional work has focused on 

the regularized work of reinforcing existing rule systems, structures, norms and beliefs.  

Lawrence and Suddaby (2006) in their original and seminal work on the topic pointed to six 

forms of maintenance work. The first three, ‘enabling, policing, and deterring’ are highly 

focused on strict rule systems and their enforcement. Similarly, the second three 

‘valorizing/demonizing, mythologizing, and embedding/routinizing’ focus more specifically on 

explicit norms and belief systems. In both cases these suggest institutional structures and 

understandings that continue to be highly specified and controlled but simply require 

reinforcement and replication work. The importance of reinforcing the existing structures and 

norms of the institution for maintenance has been replicated and expanded in subsequent work 

which tends to focus on “socialization, rule monitoring, and enforcement activities by 

institutional custodians” (Lok & De Rond, 2013, p. 185), drawing on Dacin and Dacin’s earlier 

idea of instituional custodians as a “counterforce to entropy” (Dacin & Dacin, 2008, p. 346). For 

example the important maintenance role of the history, traditions, and rituals of Cambridge high-

table dining and the British class system have been shown to be effective in regenerating that 
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system and transmitting roles in the face of social pressures and modernization (Dacin, Munir, & 

Tracey, 2010).  Zilber (2009) similarly illustrates the role of rituals and storytelling to socialize 

new and potentially disruptive entrants to an institution.  While offering unique insight into the 

role and agency of non-elite actors in institutional maintenance, Heaphy’s (2013) study of U.S. 

hospitals also suggests that enforcing formalized rules and roles is a key method of maintenance 

work as institutional breaches are repaired and role expectations maintained. Finally, although 

focusing more on the plasticity of the institutional structures than prior work, Lok and De Rond 

(2013) also examine a case where the institution’s basic organizing principles are clear and 

powerful, although occasionally requiring restoration and negotiation work to accommodate 

changing practices. 

Emerging research has also begun to illustrate that the work of maintaining institutions 

may become increasingly complex when institutions are facing more outright or aggressive 

challengers.  For example, Hirsch and Bermiss (2009) offer interesting insight in their study of 

the work of ‘institutional preservation’ in a former Communist regime while Micelotta and 

Washington (2013) examine the work of ‘repair’ and ‘restoration’ after a significant regulatory 

challenge.  Maguire and Hardy (2009, p. 169) suggest that maintenance may extend to ‘defensive 

institutional work’ arguing that insiders and incumbents used defensive tactics in the form of 

discourse and texts to try to maintain structures and norms in the face of challenges around DDT 

regulation.  In a study of Alberta oil industry professionals, Lefsrud and Meyer (2013) extend the 

idea of institutional defense illustrating that it may even be directed internally.  Building on prior 

work the authors argue that such defensive work “can be as deliberate and strategic as the efforts 

by proponents of change” (Lefsrud & Meyer, 2013, p. 1479). This research on maintenance and 

defense work in the face of outright challengers suggests that actors may engage in increasingly 
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more agentic forms of institutional work.  However, although they add a dimension of agentic 

work, these studies follow in the steps of prior research by focusing on the work of maintaining 

and reinforcing existing and often powerful institutional norms and structures. 

Following on Oliver’s (1992) argument that institutional maintenance requires active and 

even strategic engagement, and that an institution’s being taken-for-granted was not sufficient 

for survival, these ideas have been explored further.  Subsequent research similarly argues that 

the concept of an institution being taken-for-granted is not atemporal (Oakes, Townley, & 

Cooper, 1998, p. 286) and may lapse or wane over time.  This harkens back to earlier arguments 

that institutions should be thought of as existing only “until further notice” (Berger & Luckmann, 

1967, p. 44). In some cases, over time institutions may become so much a taken-for-granted part 

of the social fabric that they become neglected and “neither defended nor advocated” (Lablebici, 

Salancik, Copay, & King, 1991, p. 337).  It in fact appears that the very ‘taken-for-grantedness’ 

that has long been thought to underpin institutional reproduction and survival may, in some 

cases, be taken to such an extreme that it causes the institution to be overlooked or ignored, 

increasing the potential for suffering from “decay and neglect” (Micelotta & Washington, 2013, 

p. 1160).  In such cases, authors have posited that the work of maintenance may first require a 

stage of institutional “rebuilding” (Micelotta & Washington, 2013) to reestablish core tenets, 

norms, rules, roles and structures.  Drawing on research on more agentic maintenance work 

described above, it seems likely that this rebuilding phase of a neglected or decaying institution 

may look much more similar to the work of change and creation requiring more proactive and 

overt actions than are generally described in institutional maintenance literature, and actors may 

be required to undertake more agentic and often more political maintenance work than has 

previously been described. Exploring and expanding on this line of inquiry and this body of 
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research leads to the first question that inspired this chapter: How do institutional workers 

maintain neglected institutions and what forms does this work take?   

The Agents of Institutional Maintenance  

Growing interest in the work of maintaining institutions stems in part from calls for more 

explicit study of the micro foundations of institutions, particularly the role of individuals and 

their social interactions. Almost from the time of institutional theory’s birth authors have 

asserted that the perception of the individual as highly socialized, and unlikely to break out of a 

narrow range of norms and habits dictated by the institutional environment, did not offer a 

complete picture (DiMaggio & Powell, 1991; Powell & Colyvas, 2008). Instead, such viewpoints 

contend that considerably more latitude and agency should be attributed to individuals, who 

should be more accurately viewed in their roles as carriers of institutions who can both reinforce 

and reframe institutional logics (Powell & Colyvas, 2008). Individual level or micro actions and 

actors are, therefore, essential in the institutional work that is required for institutional 

maintenance and the supporting and recreating of institutions (Lawrence, Suddaby, & Leca, 

2011). These micro processes and actors shape and regenerate macro-level institutions, 

illustrating that institutions are “situated, interpreted and reinforced locally” through social 

interactions (Dacin, Munir, & Tracey, 2010, p. 1394).  The importance of micro-macro 

interactions has led the topic to be termed the “coal face” of institutionalism, where institutions 

meet actors and “where the rubber of theory hits the road of reality” (Barley, 2008, p. 510). As 

such, examining small actions and interactions, or “where, when, how and why people wield 

ideas and lodge claims” (Barley, 2008, p. 506), is essential for understanding broader meanings 

and values, posing important questions for the study of institutional work. 
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Recent research has begun to address some of Barley’s questions, but not all. Lawrence et 

al. (2013) in a review of the institutional work literature suggest that while how actors undertake 

institutional work has been more richly studied, our understanding of who these actors are is still 

relatively limited.  Yet, despite this relative lack of understanding, nascent research does offer 

some valuable hints that who engages in maintenance activities, and why they engage in such 

work, may vary more than previously thought.  For example, in a study of the rhetoric actors 

used around the financial crisis Riaz et al. (2011) suggest that actors’ choices as to participation 

in change or maintenance activities, and the forms of work they engage in, may depend on an 

individual’s status, position, and needs.  Similarly, in a study of climate change negotiations 

Schüssler et al. (2014) find that field-configuring events can stimulate actors to engage in field 

maintenance activities to protect their own positions in the face of challengers, much as 

incumbents have been shown to engage in defensive activities to protect their positions (Lefsrud 

& Meyer, 2013; Maguire & Hardy, 2009), suggesting self-interest as a key driver for 

engagement in institutional work. Dacin et al. (2010) note that actors train newcomers to take on 

roles and positions, again pointing to highly instrumental activities by institutional insiders and 

beneficiaries to preserve the institution and its roles.  

While these studies suggest that preservation of the institution and the individuals’ own 

roles and status may be primary drivers of engagement in maintenance work, others suggest that 

such drivers may be broader.  For example, Heaphy (2013) finds an important role for individual 

agents or “pressure specialists” in maintaining institutionalized roles in the face of challenges 

and breaches, as expected. Yet, interestingly, she also argues that individuals may use their 

embededness, despite low levels of power, to navigate the rules of a flawed system in order to 

access resources and care for patients when these were seen as inadequate. Similarly, Marti and 
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Mair (2009) show the role of such low power actors in enhancing institutional structures such as 

healthcare and education in order to help the poor gain resources and access. These two studies 

are also important in that they give insight into alternative drivers of maintenance activities while 

also giving important, but nascent, insight into a unique type of maintenance worker. 

Institutional maintenance work research has tended to focus on the role of professional and even 

elite actors in maintenance work including lawyers (Micelotta & Washington, 2013), engineers 

(Lefsrud & Meyer, 2013), financial professionals (Riaz, Buchanan, & Bapuji, 2011), and 

policymakers (Maguire & Hardy, 2009).  The role of non-elite and low-power actors has 

received relatively less interest leading to calls for attention to a broader array of actors and the 

work they engage in.  Even where non-central actors have been considered the focus has been on 

those with specific and defined roles who are embedded in the institution (Heaphy, 2013; Marti 

& Mair, 2009). This limited breadth of actors studied has occasioned Lawrence et al. (2013) to 

ask “where are the janitors and the mechanics?” (p. 1030) and to call for research that better 

examines the role and experiences of a variety of individuals “in vivo and in situ,” focusing 

particularly on the morality and reflective purposefulness that drive such work (p. 1029).  

In sum, while suggesting interesting variances in the types of actors participating in 

maintenance activities, and their reasons for involvement, these studies have yet to capture the 

range of actors willing to undertake the often demanding work of maintaining institutions. 

Seeking to expand on this line of theory the second research question that motivates this research 

is: Who are the actors participating in institutional maintenance work and why do they engage?  
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Research Context 
	  
Public Municipal Water Services: Emerging Pressures 

Public municipal water delivery has a long and storied history.  As Western urban centres 

expanded in the mid to late 19th Century the existing systems of fractured and uncoordinated 

private provision of water and sewer services quickly became inadequate to meet the needs of 

growing populations.  Outbreaks of cholera and other water borne diseases along with fire risks 

and economic instability led to pressure to improve water services.  Beginning primarily in 

London’s booming urban industrial core in the mid-1800s what has become known as the 

“sanitary revolution” was a response to the sanitation and health crises that plagued that city, and 

spurred a “public health revolution” that quickly spread across developed economies around the 

world (Solomon, 2010, p. 255).  Along with public delivery of healthcare and public education, 

publicly owned municipal water services emerged in most U.S. urban centers also between the 

mid-1800s and early-1900s (Koeppel, 2000; Masten, 2010).  This new and widespread system 

soon became institutionalized in that it was “more-or-less taken-for-granted” and “underpinned 

by normative systems” that became self-reproducing (Greenwood, Oliver, Sahlin, & Suddaby, 

2008, p. 4).  Prior institutions research has frequently used public institutions such as education 

and healthcare as research sites (Fennell & Alexander, 1987; Strang, 1987), often noting both the 

normative understandings and growing bureaucratic structures that underpinned these institutions 

through the majority of the 20th Century (Laumann & Knoke, 1987; Meyer, Scott, Strang, & 

Creighton, 1988), and which also characterize public municipal water services. More recently, 

public education and healthcare have become a focus of research on institutional and field 

change and the pressures for marketization (Scott, Ruef, Mendel, & Caronna, 2000), forces that 

are likewise beginning to be felt in public water delivery.   
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While municipal water supply and delivery arrangements have historically been 

inconsistent and highly heterogeneous globally, they have been almost overwhelmingly public. 

In OECD nations with developed water supply infrastructure 17-25% of the population receive 

water from private operators, with private supply being the major source of water in only five 

nations: France, England, Chile, Malaysia and the Czech Republic (Pérard, 2009). As with most 

other OECD countries, public ownership of water resources in the U.S. has been entrenched in 

institutionalized systems of supply and regulation for well over a century (Masten, 2010; Pérard, 

2009). The fact that water and sewer systems became almost overwhelmingly publicly owned 

from the 19th century onwards, even in the face of large-scale privatization of other public 

utilities, has been called an “aberrant” case (Priest, 1993) and a “puzzle” (Masten, 2010) in the 

utilities literature. The causes of this aberration have spawned a lively debate in regulatory 

economics and has been attributed to a variety of factors: pricing disagreements on infrastructure 

extensions to less dense urban areas in private systems; the ability of private operators to hold 

cities ‘hostage’ over rates; health and safety concerns with uncoordinated operations, especially 

water and sewage; the relatively low costs and high efficiency of public provision; and, the 

recognition of an important link between water and economic growth (Beecher & Kalmbach, 

2013; Masten, 2010).  

This move to public ownership has been relatively stable for the U.S. and large municipal 

systems have continued to be almost exclusively publicly owned throughout this period. 

Currently only 10 to 20% of the U.S. population is served by private systems (Pérard, 2009), 

accounting for less than 10% of water sales (Beecher & Kalmbach, 2013). However, this stable 

field appears to now be in transition. Estimates suggest that over 1,400 U.S. water systems have 

been privatized since 1991 (Food and Water Watch, 2010). As of 2010, roughly 39 water 
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systems serving over 11 million citizens were identified as having active privatization 

discussions, with another 17 potential privatizations already suspended due to public resistance 

(Food and Water Watch, 2010).  In addition, these privatizations now include substantially larger 

municipal systems than ever before with privatizations occurring in Tampa, Arizona, 

Indianapolis, and Atlanta – to name a few.  However, privatizations have not been alone in 

challenging institutional stability. Ageing infrastructure, rate increases, access and affordability 

challenges, and quality and quantity concerns have begun to plague municipal water systems 

across the country. As the Findings of this study illustrate, almost all participants involved in 

water echoed their concern that the structures and water itself were being ignored and neglected 

by the public and governments.  Statistics confirm this level of neglect of the once proud 

institutions of public municipal water around the United States.  U.S. EPA reports estimate that 

the infrastructure gap between needs and the current state of water and sewerage infrastructure at 

$384 billion in improvements over the fifteen years to 2030 (EPA, 2013).  

Municipal Case Studies: Detroit and Chicago 

 While a global struggle over water is occurring at the international level, the vast 

majority of decisions over control and ownership of water and water services are played out at 

the national and even municipal levels (Bakker, 2007; Robinson, 2010).  As a result, and in order 

to facilitate data collection and depth interviews, two cities were selected to better understand 

and study these dynamics. Detroit was selected as a primary research site and Chicago as a 

supplementary case, as these cities echoed many of the challenges and potential conflicts 

outlined above. The two cities have many similarities in that they are both in what is termed the 

industrial mid-West’s “rust-belt” and suffer from the ageing infrastructure and economic 

challenges that have marked this once economically vibrant area. Both are situated on the Great 
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Lakes so have no significant challenges with water quality or quantity.  However, the cities also 

offer interesting contrasts. Foremost among these are Detroit’s financial difficulties underlined 

by the fact that the city declared bankruptcy in 2013.   

 Detroit’s Water and Sewerage Department (DWSD) remains the third largest in the 

country, serving almost 4 million people across 127 communities (DWSD, 2015) while 

Chicago’s system supplies 125 neighboring communities roughly 1 billion gallons of water per 

day (Chicago DWM, 2015). Rumors of privatization of Detroit’s ageing water system had been 

circulating since the early 2000s and a group of local activists had been watching the progress, 

and protesting water disconnections, and outsourcing for over a decade. Similarly in Chicago, 

rumours of potential privatization had been circulating for years coming to a head in 2010 and 

2011 after the former mayor privatized the city’s parking meter system engendering much public 

outcry, and became an issue in that city’s subsequent municipal elections. During the period of 

data collection the Detroit water situation became significantly more active, as described below. 

Chicago has not had similar activity during this period.  

In the early spring of 2014 the DWSD, in response to the fact that fully 50% of its 

residential and commercial accounts were past-due, announced it would send tens of thousands 

of past due and shutoff notices to residents. Although these shutoffs weren’t new for Detroiters, 

their scope and scale was. An outside contractor was hired to conduct shutoffs with the DWSD’s 

own figures indicating that by November 2014 31,355 accounts had been shutoff during the year 

(DWSD, 2014). The DWSD had, unknowingly, started on a path that would quickly make news 

headlines around the world as Detroiters went to the streets in a series of large protests. In 

addition, a complaint to the United Nation’s Special Rapporteur on water elicited a response in 

June 2014 and a visit in October indicating that the city was indeed in violation of the U.N.’s 
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2010 Human Right to Water (U.N. News Centre, 2014).  This study was conducted before and 

during this period, as described below.  

 

Methodology 
	  
Research Process and Data Collection 

 Water is a highly complex, broad, cross-sectoral and dynamic issue. In the interests of 

bounding the current study, identifying a field, data collection, and identifying key actors, this 

study followed in the steps of recent studies on the climate change field (Ansari, Wijen, & Gray, 

2013; Schüssler, Rüling, & Wittneben, 2014) conducting a broad historical overview at the 

outset. This included extensive archival data and preliminary discussions with a number of key 

water actors. This preliminary research allowed for the identification of the field of U.S. 

municipal water services, and for the selection of Detroit and Chicago as viable research sites. In 

addition, it allowed for the identification of key actor categories including corporate actors 

(municipal water focused businesses), industry (water support businesses), water activists 

(groups directly involved in water issues), community groups (social justice, environmental, 

political etc. with an interest in water), government (water departments, water boards, city 

councils, employees), and experts (analysts, consultants, scientists). Data collection is outlined 

below and in Table 5. 
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Table 5: Qualitative Data Inventory 

Data Inventory  

Data type Quantity Original data source Original data audience 
Qualitative 

Depth 
Interviews 

41 interviews, av. 88 
minutes, 696 double 
spaced pages 

Informants, transcribed notes Analysis for this study 

Observational 
Data 

Approximately 100 
hours 

Principal investigator’s notes (as well 
as video and photos) from 
meetings, rallies, demonstrations, 
town halls, and tours 

Analysis for this study 

Weekly email 
reports  (April 
2014 through 
2015) 

 Approximately 160 
pages 

High-level water executive 
 

Personal use and record 
keeping, updates to the 
researcher 

Monthly 
meeting 
minutes of 
local activist 
coalition 
group (2004-
2011) 

Approximately 300 
pages 

Compilation of notes written by 
group’s secretary of all meeting 
minutes for period recorded. 

Members, public 

Monthly Board 
meeting 
minutes and 
reports of 
local water 
departments 

Approximately 1,200 
pages 

Notes from monthly meeting of 
oversight boards, monthly updates 
from water department executives 
or directors, and reports from 
prominent committees.  

Board members, 
employees retail and 
wholesale customers, 
city government, public 

Media articles 
and reports on 
local water 
conflicts. 
Films and 
documentaries
. 

300 pages  
20 hours 

Newspaper, magazine, and online 
articles and editorials. 
Documentary films, TV news 
broadcasts, Colbert Report 
coverage. 

Public 

Government, 
NGO, & 
consulting 
global and 
U.S. reports  

5,859 pages Reports and documents on municipal 
water service delivery, 
privatization of water, and the 
human right to water 

Public, government, 
corporations, 
shareholders, various 
stakeholders  

U.S. 
Privatization 
Data 

150,000 municipal 
water systems 
reporting data 

Environmental Protection Agency 
(EPA) U.S. water systems 
violations and ownership status 

Internal, public, 
government, water 
systems operators 

 

  Archival data and documents. Materials were collected from a variety of sources 

including government, media, civil society, corporations, and NGOs. The focus was on 

documents on the topic of water services, public vs. private provision, and the human right to 

water. These included minutes, reports, papers, press releases, presentations, website materials, 
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and policy statements. Web searches using prominent search engines and relevant search terms 

(e.g. shutoffs, human right to water, water privatization) allowed for the identification of leading 

popular press articles and on the topic (Ansari, Wijen, & Gray, 2013).  Snowball sampling of 

archival materials also recovered new data sources (David, Sine, & Haveman, 2013).  Finally, 

one key ‘inside’ actor and participant also volunteered weekly detailed reports by email (Gioia, 

Price, Hamilton, & Thomas, 2010) on the developing situation in Detroit. These included 

stakeholder and personal reactions/journals, providing a further source of information during the 

events that occurred in Detroit in 2014.  

Observations. Activities began well before formal data collection and became more 

active from January 2013 on, including: attendance at meetings (e.g. water boards and 

departments, NGO and community meetings, political events, U.N. townhall meeting, press 

conferences); community and facility tours; and, attendance at water rallies and demonstrations.  

In addition to their formal interviews, several interviewees offered tours of their facilities, 

offices, and neighborhoods to fully explain the situation and their roles. Where appropriate, 

detailed notes, videos, and photos were taken at these events and immediately afterwards and 

included in the analysis, although photos and video have not been included in the text for 

confidentiality. Select participants were also identified and approached at these events.   

Semistructured interviews. In depth interviews have been used extensively to identify 

field changes over time as well as the associated practices of the field. Such a ‘field analytic 

approach’ (Lounsbury, Ventresca, & Hirsch, 2003) links interviews with primary and secondary 

archival data to gain a thorough understanding of field dynamics. 41 one-on-one semi-structured 

depth interviews were conducted with key actors between September 2013 and December 2014 

(see Table 6).  These included 34 unique interviews as well as 7 follow-up interviews with select 
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actors following the conflict in Detroit that occurred part way through data collection. Due to the 

complexity of the topic and issues at hand, and the passion of the interviewees for the topic, 

interviews lasted between 30 minutes (in one case) and over 150 minutes (2.5 hours) in two 

cases, averaging 88 minutes.  Interviews were tape recorded in all but two cases where the media 

attention and sensitivity of the topic led interviewees to request to not be recorded despite 

confidentiality. In these cases, detailed handwritten notes were taken during the interviews at the 

interviewee’s encouragement and included numerous verbatim quotes.   

 
Table	  6:	  Interview Participants  

Research Interviews (2013-2014) by Actor Category 

Actor Category Original interviews Follow-up interviews 
Corporate - water focused 5 2 
Industry - water support roles and 

companies (e.g. lawyers, consultants, 
contractors) 

5 0 

Activist - water focused activists groups 7 3 
Community groups (non-water) 6 1 
Government representatives (boards, city, 

water dept., inter-governmental) 
7 0 

Experts on water (analysts, academics) 4 1 
Detroit participants (17) (4) 
Chicago participants (8) (1) 
Both (local consultants, analysts etc. with 
expertise across both municipalities) 

(9) (2) 

Total for all categories (41) 34 7 
Note: Numbers in brackets are not additional participants but simply indicate where participants were originally 
contacted and the city that was the focus of the initial interview. However, due to the proximity of and 
interconnections between the cities several participants who were originally contacted and interviewed in Chicago 
began to participate in Detroit water issues during the study period. As a result, the numbers here vary from 
Chapter 2 where all participants who eventually had a role in the Detroit situation and commented on it during 
initial or later interviews were included in the total of 38 case study participants. Participants noted as ‘both’ were 
involved in roles where their responsibilities covered both cities from the time of the initial interview. 
 

The sampling technique was both deliberate and emergent (Eisenhardt, 1989).  A 

snowball sampling technique (Sauder, 2008, p. 212) was used whereby certain participants were 

selected outright (purposeful or judgment sampling) while others emerged as the research 

progressed, often being suggested to the interviewer by initial interviewees. In each of the 
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categories outlined the participants were leaders, directors, and executives of their organizations 

– although in many cases these organizations were small – and were actively involved in local 

water issues. The passion of the interviewees for speaking about the topic, the relative lack of 

academic or media interest when the project started, and personal connections facilitated such 

unique access. Following Van Gestel and Hillebrand’s (2011) caution that field studies often 

focus on powerful field actors only, such as the state or professions, and neglect interactions 

between actors across the field, this study intentionally included both elite and grassroots 

community-based participants. 

Data Analysis 

An iterative data analysis process occurred throughout data collection, drawing on 

grounded theory and ethnographic practices. This involved moving back and forth between prior 

literature and theory, archival and interview data, and emerging theoretical insights (Locke, 

2001; Smets, Morris, & Greenwood, 2012), allowing the data and the case itself to refine data 

collection techniques as the study progressed (Eisenhardt, 1989; Pratt & Kim, 2012).  The logic 

of replication was used to ensure similar procedures between contexts, organizations, informants, 

and actors (Yin, 2003) and an insider-outsider approach (Gioia, Price, Hamilton, & Thomas, 

2010) also combined research on the actors themselves with broader external and contextual 

factors.   

Analysis of the qualitative data was done using a multi-step process (Ansari, Wijen, & 

Gray, 2013; Dacin, Munir, & Tracey, 2010; David, Sine, & Haveman, 2013) presented in Tables 

7 (forms of work) and 8 (types of actors) and Figures 6 (forms of work) and 7 (types of actors) 

and supported by Atlas.ti software.  In the first step, interview data were coded using “in vivo” 

words and statements used by the informants in their own terminology and language in an open 
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coding approach (Locke, 2001; Strauss & Corbin, 1990).  This process involved asking questions 

(who, what, when, why, how) of the archival and interview data (Purdy & Gray, 2009).  In this 

first stage descriptive codes were primarily assigned for text that pertained to activities and 

processes, as the initial objective of the original study was focused on mechanisms of field and 

institutional change in a contested field.  However, as the analysis and study progressed two 

major themes became apparent: the desire of almost all actors interviewed to preserve and 

protect water and access for the public, and the role of the actors themselves and their varying 

motivations to maintain the institution.  Data was coded again to identify types of actors 

involved, drivers of behaviors, and forms of work they conducted.   

Second, themes, clusters or nodes, were identified using and retaining the language and 

meaning of the informants wherever possible but allowing the researcher to ‘content analyze’ 

responses to identify emerging themes, constructs, categories, and mechanisms (Purdy & Gray, 

2009).  Third, aggregate analytical dimensions or categories were identified to propose 

theoretical linkages between second-order themes. Following Gioia et al. (2010), and using a 

separate analysis, only the first two stages were used to identify emergent themes pertaining to 

actor categories (Table 4). In a final step, data was reanalyzed to identify patterns of work for 

each actor category to determine if given types of actors were more likely to undertake certain 

forms of work than others.  Initial identification of code co-occurrence (e.g. warrior and 

educating codes overlapping) was conducted through Atlas.ti analysis tools and was supported 

by a final round of reading and coding of the data for these interactions as illustrated in Figures 8 

and 9.   
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Findings 
	  

The findings of the study have been structured in two parts following on the two central 

themes that emerged in response to the research questions. First, the forms of work these actors 

were using were unique in many ways as they attempted to revive awareness of the neglected 

institution of public water, a necessary precursor to undertaking more traditional maintenance 

work.  Findings on the various forms of work these maintenance actors undertook, specifically as 

they sought to renew and rebuild the institution’s neglected norms and structures, is captured in 

Part I.  Second, it rapidly became apparent during the study that there was no ‘typical’ or 

uniform actor who sought to protect and maintain institutions.  Instead, actors showed varying 

levels of commitment, varying backgrounds, unique motivations, and commitment to different 

aspects of the institution of public water delivery. Perhaps most interestingly, they also tended to 

use and emphasize somewhat different forms of maintenance and renewal work. These dynamics 

are discussed in the subsequent section following the Findings of Parts I and II.   

Part I. The Work of Institutional Renewal: Approaches and Variations 

As this study progressed, a theme that cropped up again and again and was echoed across 

all actor categories and almost all interviewees was the idea that water and municipal water 

services were highly taken-for-granted.  This general lack of knowledge or interest in water 

services had occurred, according to interviewees, often to the point of neglect of the 

infrastructure and institutional structures. In vivo coding of the interview data alone identified 46 

separate quotes under the code taken-for-granted and an additional 36 under neglect. Participants 

attributed this circumstance to various factors including subsidized and/or low costs for water 

services, a relatively plentiful supply historically, lack of quality challenges or concerns, and the 
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fact that, as one corporate participant mentioned, “water I think is not sexy from a media 

standpoint.” Another participant mentioned, 

At one point in time they had reason to be proud of it, it was one of the best run utilities, 
and this is going back well before my time, but one of the best run utilities by reputation 
in the country. And they were blessed with a lot of things people did right for a long time 
a lot of years ago, so we can kind of coast now and not have to worry about a lot of 
things. But that doesn't last forever. (Government) 
 
As a result, while various forms of work took place, analysis of the data revealed that this 

work was not always typical of maintenance work. Instead two aggregate themes emerged from 

the analysis which pointed to the fact that those attempting to maintain or defend the institution 

of public municipal water first needed to counteract the degree of ignorance, neglect, and taken-

for-grantedness that had come to mark this long-standing institution. As the analysis below will 

elaborate, I term this overall finding institutional renewal work and identify and elaborate on two 

aggregate dimensions of such activities: the need to first gain attention to the institution and only 

then to cultivate commitment to maintaining and preserving it.  Data samples are presented in the 

text a visual demonstration of the analysis in Figure 6 and additional data examples with 

additional data examples in Table 7 following Part I of the Findings.  While the text and table 

data are distinct, in a few cases extended quotations from text samples are also included in the 

tables where more of the quote is deemed relevant. 
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Figure 6: Visual Data Analysis for Findings Part I: The Institutional Work of Renewal 
 

 
First-Order Categories  Second-Order Themes       Aggregate Dimensions 

 

 

 

Attention to Institution 

As participants started to recognize a series of potential challenges or perceived threats to 

the institution of public water delivery they began to take a number of maintenance steps.  

However, given the common perception that the public had little knowledge of the institution or 

the services it provided, several forms of work were undertaken that focused specifically on 

regaining interest in and attention to the institution and the various benefits that it provides to the 

local community.  The analysis identified three forms of work that I term Attention actuation 

activities: Affirming, as actors discuss and reaffirm the importance and value of the system; 
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Alerting, in which actors begin to reach out to other groups, community members, and the public 

to share their concerns; and, Reinforcing, as actors seek support for the institution, and publicity 

for the perceived challenges, from outside actors and institutions. I discuss these in detail below.  

Affirming. Actors took part in a number of actions that served to reaffirm the importance 

and value of the institution to its constituents.  These primarily took two forms: first, explaining 

and recognizing the value of the system with their direct contacts and, second, educating and 

knowledge sharing activities to spread these ideas. In both Detroit and Chicago almost all 

participants spoke about valuing their city’s history of cheap, clean, and safe drinking water over 

more than a century. Several participants even noted the excellent taste of their water relative to 

other cities or that it had won awards for taste, and insisted that the interviewer try a glass during 

the interview (Observation Notes, 5 occasions). However, at the same time participants 

frequently acknowledge that many members of the community do not adequately understand or 

value what this resource and system means for the community. As one participant explains, 

My idea is that Detroit has an infrastructure which people from as far away as Dubai 
come to imitate, they come and they look at it, they take a tour and they go home. We 
don’t have to desalinate the water, we have freshwater. So my question was always why 
aren’t we managing the DWSD better? Why aren’t we emphasizing that our employee 
pay is great? Why aren’t we maximizing our money and putting it back into our 
infrastructure, and going from there? That’s what gets me because our infrastructure is 
already there, it’s making a killing. (Government) 
 
As well as the fact that this water and the systems that provide it should be valued for the 

current benefits being provided, numerous participants also noted that these may be an asset and 

provide competitive advantage for the city in future.  For example,  

I put a pretty high value on the Great Lakes because it is an asset that other people don’t 
have. And people dump on Detroit all the time and I don’t like to do this often but if 
someone is being a jerk about it and they’re from California its like ‘Well you can go 
ahead and say whatever you want but don’t come crying to me when you have all these 
droughts and we have all this water and we’re going to be gazillionairs because we’re 
going to charge you $15 for a gallon.’” (Government) 
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Such actions and statements about the system’s value occurred even when interviewees 

also noted and were aware of past issues with corruption, problems with mismanagement, or 

environmental violations.  These affirming actions and statements were also heard through media 

and public personalities’ (politicians, activists, corporate players) similar praise of the institution, 

even while bringing up issues such as infrastructure degradation and cost increases.   

An essential part of this act of affirming the value of the institution was to educate and 

share knowledge with others in the community.  This often occurred on a small scale. For 

example, several participants noted that their own knowledge of other water related issues 

(access and affordability, environment, employment, infrastructure etc.) was enhanced through 

discussions with others involved with water, often crossing sectoral, socio-economic, or racial 

boundaries.  As one activist recalls of another community member,  

So as a justice organizer she really opened my eyes to the water affordability issues and 
how it was connected to the sewage overflows. And I have to say at first I didn't get it. 
And I think that was coming from my white privilege of ‘that's not really related to 
pollution and why should I focus on that?’ (Activist - expanded quote in Table 7, B2) 
 
In addition, many participants also spoke of efforts to reach beyond their immediate 

circles in order to educate others about water.  Some spoke to family, friends, and neighbours, 

activist groups participated in meetings with other groups, community groups and government 

actors spoke at churches and townhalls, and some members of the water boards took it upon 

themselves to visit community meetings and schools.  One long-term employee recalls his own 

efforts to educate neighbours who were unaware or uncaring about the water and the system,  

I’ve seen people dumping motor oil in the drains and I ran across and said ‘hey, that goes 
right back into your water system man, that’s the water you’re drinking’.  And they don’t 
have a clue. So I think in order for Detroit, especially water to survive, we need to get 
more stringent on the rules about water usage, taking care of water, educating people. 
People need to be hit over the head with it every day. You know, about this is some of the 
best water in the world, you can compare this to a Aqua Pure and it will beat Aqua Pure 
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every time. And it’s coming from your tap and it shouldn’t be taken for granted. 
(Government – expanded quote in Table 7, B3) 
 
Alerting. In addition to the often localized and value-based affirming work explained 

above, actors also recount the work of moving beyond simply education to more focused efforts 

to build support and to alert the public, media, politicians and other stakeholders to the perceived 

challenges to the system. Many of these are similar to Lawrence and Suddaby’s (2006) 

identification of advocacy work while also bearing much in common with mobilization efforts. 

However, what stands out here is that this work, like affirming work, seems more focused on 

using this larger coalition and network to draw greater attention to the perceived challenges to 

municipal water services and shore up support for maintenance and defense efforts to come. 

First, participants note several activities that illustrate early efforts to gather support and 

alert and reconnect coalitions of those who had interests or a stake in the institution’s survival.  

This act of gathering support, or ‘circling the horses’, allowed maintenance workers to find 

common ground and support across those interested in water issues. As one local environmental 

activist explains of these connection efforts at one Great Lakes area conference, 

It was very intentional the mix. Top-down, left-right, people who were deeply spiritual 
and shamanistic around water and were practicing eco-spirituality, mixed in with cynics 
and people who just wanted to be able to hunt and fish, and play in water and not have to 
wade through sludge and slime and toxins.  All together in one room for 3 days. 
(Activist) 
 

An activist in Chicago recalls similar efforts to connect with and alert related groups who may 

have interests in water issues but less knowledge of certain aspects or current events,  

My predecessor in Chicago, you know, he would just go and give presentations to other 
existing organizations. Mostly volunteer organizations. And people became so irate at the 
idea that Daly might privatize the water system that they started to form their own 
organizations and really made it very clear, in terms of sending comments into the city 
and showing up to public events, and many of those public events got media, that this 
was something that Chicagoans wouldn’t stand for. (Activist) 
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This quote leads into the second aspect of these alerting activities which was 

demonstrating the strength and growing consensus around water to the public.  This work served 

to both draw attention to potential perceived threats or challenges to the institution and to make 

outside actors aware of the gathering support for maintaining the institution.  Numerous attempts 

to make displays of strength apparent to challengers included protests, large meetings, weekly 

rallies outside water department offices, arrests in Detroit outside the shutoff contractors’ offices, 

numerous media appearances, and appearances by celebrity supporters. All of these enhanced the 

visibility and salience of the institution while demonstrating support and power. As a community 

organizer in Detroit recalls, 

And the group of us at the blockade to stop the trucks from going out, that happened two 
weeks in a row. And that actually got…there were three things that got big attention. The 
first arrest was very physical and it went out on YouTube; the appeal to the U.N. and 
certainly the immediate response from Catarina [de Albuquerque, U.N. Rapporteur for 
water] was international news; and, then the day of the second arrest blockade there was 
also the big action downtown with 1,000 people demonstrating at that one. So all of those 
were the big bumps. (Community) 
 
These three separate displays and events, along with other ongoing actions, drew 

significant public and media attention to the issue in Detroit. In addition, the enhanced attention 

may have served to alert those thought to be challenging the institution that changes would not 

be taken lightly. As one activist notes of the mayor and local Chicago politicians in response to a 

vigorous local campaign against water privatization and the impact of both coalitions of support 

and enhanced public attention,  

So I think that they were a little scared of us because in the background there's this anti-
privatization stuff coming from the unions, coming from the CTU, they could kind of 
sense that there is this big campaign around that. So I think we got farther because of 
that.  (Activist) 
 
Reinforcing.  Given that the institution of municipal water services was seen to have 

been taken-for-granted by its own constituents, many actors used supporting ideas from various 
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other institutionalized values and structures to reinforce the need for attention to maintenance 

efforts.  Observations here suggest that actors were maintaining the institution of public water by 

supporting its tenets and ethos with related institutional structures, understandings, and 

supporters. Often institutions that were more active, had not been as neglected or taken-for-

granted, or had undergone active resistance or change more recently appeared to be viable 

candidates to offer reinforcements. This reinforcing work took two forms: the use of outside 

institutional structures and the use of outside institutional norms.   

First, in several cases participants note the importance of drawing on external regulations, 

laws, and other formal institutions for support for their cause and municipal water. For example, 

legal structures and ideas including the ‘public trust doctrine’ or the idea of ‘the commons’ from 

British and American common law traditions were frequently called upon and mentioned. Most 

important among these reinforcing institutional structures was the United Nations and its recently 

(July 2010) passed Human Right to Water and Sanitation.  Although the passage of the right 

didn’t have clear legal force in the U.S., one environmental activist explains the right’s use on 

the campaign,    

I don't remember if there was a moment when we said ‘we're just going to have to take 
this up as a human right on water’. I think it was more just ‘what is it that we can, sort of 
like, grab onto or use that will make the case for why we have to do this’. So we couldn't 
look any more at federal or state governments and their responsibilities, but what are 
these rights that we all have as human beings? And so having that that we could get from 
the United Nations was pretty useful in that way. (Community) 
 
Reinforcement was also drawn from groups and institutional structures and regulations 

around healthcare, which offered support for the idea that maintaining adequate municipal water 

and sewerage systems was also a public health issue. Of interest, although not at first part of the 

discussion, the emergence of health concerns after the Detroit shutoffs harkened back to the 

history of the institution and the necessity for its original creation in large municipalities after 
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cholera and other disease outbreaks.  One participant recalls the importance of this health 

connection to his own understanding of the issues,  

[A conference] brought the nurses union into town and they organized that big action on 
the Friday. And it was another thing that certainly locally got a lot of attention. And in a 
slightly different context, took it out of the economic context and brought it into 
healthcare, into a health context. People taking care of their children and taking care of 
their injuries without water to clean or eat. It was just a crisis, a health crisis. There was a 
great sign “Where do you expect us to shit?”. I have to admit, as a white middle class 
privileged person, I didn’t even consider that. Where are they doing it?” (Community) 
 
Second, support for water was also drawn from external institutional norms. For example, 

connections to religious and spiritual norms and traditional values around water were often 

invoked to support water stewardship and public or accessible provision of water.  One 

participant recounts the growing awareness and support from local and national religious 

institutions and leaders,  

People jumped on that letter in a way that made me happy. Including the Episcopal 
Bishop who I hadn't expected, he signed it and put it on the diocesan website and we had 
a bunch of priests jumping on behind him which I hadn't… he's a little unpredictable and 
I'm not sure what it meant [laughing] but it was good. I don't know what to say more 
about that… I think the Detroit struggle has made, has jumped it [water] up a notch in 
terms of thinking theologically. (Expert) 
 
At the micro-level drawing on these institutions appeared to resonate with those seeking 

to protect and maintain the institution and offered needed reassurance that they were working for 

a greater cause, that their actions were appropriate and normative, and that they were “not 

alone”.  As one community member and organizer remembers of the support of the United 

Nations Special Rapporteurs’ visit to Detroit in October 2014,  

So just from the go very much we could feel like they were here for us, you know. So 
that was pretty powerful because it even now has still done a lot for us to be able to say 
‘look, we're onto something here that's right, that's correct.’ (Community) 
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Commitment to Institution 

As outlined above, enhancing awareness and gaining attention for the institution was a 

necessary step in renewing it and connecting a constituency of groups involved in maintenance 

work. Data collection and analysis, however, suggest that attention to the institution alone was 

not sufficient for renewal or the relative stability that appears to be necessary in order to enable 

routine maintenance to occur.  The second group of activities that emerged from the data are 

forms of work that seemed intended to engender commitment and care for the institution, 

sufficient that those benefitting from it may seek to undertake maintenance activities and become 

active custodians (Dacin & Dacin, 2008; Lok & De Rond, 2013).  This analysis identified three 

forms of work that actors used in order to cultivate Commitment to maintaining the institution: 

Reifying work in which actors sought to make the institution, or a future without it, less abstract; 

Connecting work whereby actors tried to develop emotional connections to the institution; and, 

Exalting work, that sought to enhance the importance of water itself.  

Reifying. In the effort to maintain the institution of public municipal water services, 

actors frequently struggled with the fact that it was so normal and taken-for-granted that the 

system was highly abstract in the minds of users.  Water simply appeared from the tap, or went 

down the drain, with little awareness of the process or resources involved.  A key result of this 

was that the public and various stakeholders could not adequately picture a different scenario, 

and therefore did not appear to care that change might occur or to take possible challenges to the 

institution, and to water quality and quantity, seriously.  Actors took part in two key activities in 

an attempt to alter this perception and this barrier to carrying about institutional maintenance by 

making the institution more concrete and less abstract: situational comparisons with similar 

communities or projects, and comparisons with other community members.  



	   124	  

First, situational comparisons were frequently used to attempt to make the future under a 

scenario of potential change, with the institution no longer surviving in its current form, more 

material for the public. In this way the abstract concept of the institution was grounded in reality, 

generally a reality that was much more vivid.  These comparisons were frequently negative, 

pointing to scenarios in other cities that had privatized their water. For example, in Detroit and 

Chicago, both with large black communities, stories of Atlanta Georgia’s population’s prior 

struggles with water privatization, increased water rates for the poor and primarily black 

population, and eventual costly contract cancellation were common and were recounted 

frequently.  A long-term government overseer of the water system comments on the lessons 

taken from such cases,  

I am vehemently opposed to privatization. I have seen examples across the country where 
it was attempted and did not work and citizens paid dearly in terms of increased costs. 
And that has to be a major concern for us. If there is an opportunity for you to operate 
publicly and efficiently that is my first preference, always. Because obviously 
privatization means for profit only and that is all you look at is the bottom line, the 
financial bottom line, and whatever it takes to get there. (Government) 

 
Comparisons and stories of other forms of privatization were also used frequently to 

similarly demonstrate and make tangible what might happen if water systems were not protected 

from change.  In Chicago this tactic was particularly powerful as the city had just been through 

the privatization of its parking meters, which had elicited extensive public outcry. One activist 

recounts the power of this case in eliciting support for water,  

To tell you the truth our language here was a lot ‘they gave away our parking meters. 
They lost us $10 billion. And we are not gonna’ let them do it again.’ We really 
capitalized on that since, and I mean it, people were backing up over the parking meters 
and knocking them down in the middle of the night. (Activist) 
 

An activist from another Chicago organization has a similar comment about the parking meters 

and the power of this story to make privatization material,  
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It was actually amazing because I have never seen Chicagoans so upset in my life as they 
were about the parking meters [laughing]. I mean people were really really furious. But it 
gave us a really excellent and tangible way to talk to people about what it looks like when 
a water system is leased or when a water system is sold. (Activist) 
 
The ability to provide concrete examples or comparisons appeared to help to make the 

future less abstract for stakeholders and to elicit enhanced commitment to protecting the existing 

institutions.  Second, and on a related note, these stories of water or other privatizations were 

supported and reinforced through individuals’ personal stories of experiences with water 

shutoffs.  These stories were shared frequently between neighbours, in community events, at 

churches, and at townhalls and appeared to resonate powerfully with other residents.  For 

example, one local activist’s personal story of water shutoff and subsequent jail time when she 

argued with the contractors spread rapidly through the community and was repeated by a later 

interview participant who had never met the former activist personally. As the participant 

recounts,  

I do know that there was a woman who was jailed. So she had to go to jail. I think she 
said she didn’t know they were coming to cut the water. Whatever happened she was in 
her PJs and she went out to talk to people and they got rude with her, she got rude back 
with them, and she called the police. Because at this point she didn’t even know if it was 
really the city coming to cut her water off. So when the police came the meter people said 
she did ABC, XYZ so they took her to jail in her pajamas. (Community) 
 

Another participant recalls hearing this same activist tell her own story of the arrest and the 

power the story had in the community,  

It was sort of like an out of body experience. She was so upset about it and yet so 
grounded, and just really clear about how important it was. Everyone in the room I'm 
quite sure was totally blown away by the experience of hearing it. (Expert) 
 
A government official recounts his impressions of the evocativeness and rapid spread of 

such personal and global stories to evoke commitment to water institutions,  

This story of ‘I’m holding onto this water, I’m clutching onto this water and you’re 
ripping it out of my hands.’  I kind of felt that imagery and this ‘it’s us versus them. We 
need this water and you’re taking it from us’. So in my opinion that was stuff that I was 



	   126	  

conscious of. I was like ‘wow, this seems like a mini-war.’ People are making this out to 
be a very antagonistic, adversarial, you’re taking what is rightfully mine sort of 
discussion.  Which I don’t know, I thought it was effective.  Because Jon Stewart, in that 
clip, that’s what they told the story as. Which isn’t necessarily true or untrue but that was 
the story that I felt was cast. (Government)  
 

Stories of outside privatizations as well as personal stories played an important role in making 

the issue real and taking the institution out of the taken-for-granted and abstract realm and 

bringing concerns to the forefront of citizens’ minds as well as eliciting supportive action and 

maintenance work.   

Connecting. Research on institutions has begun to explore emotional connections 

individuals have with institutions and their role in institutional work (Voronov & Vince, 2012). 

Here these emotional connections are an essential part of the work that actors seeking to 

maintain and defend an institution undertook to enhance interest in and commitment to the 

institution, and to push stakeholders to commit to protecting and maintaining it. Emotions that 

drive commitment took two broad forms in the data and analysis: positive and negative 

approaches.   

First, positive emotions and connections to water and ownership of municipal systems 

were evoked frequently and appeared highly effective in developing commitment to the 

institution and its maintenance. Feelings of pride were commonly invoked regarding the quality 

and quantity of local water and the history, size and quality of the water system. A citizen’s 

partial ownership of the water and the water system, regardless of economic or social status, 

were also frequently used to invoke pride and the desire to protect and preserve the institution. 

Chants of “Whose Water? Our Water”, lead by local activist and community leaders and often 

heard at public events, appeared to resonate powerfully with local crowds (Observation Notes, 

rallies July 24, 2014 and October 19, 2014). For the many in both these cities who are facing 
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poverty or economic hardship, promises of the future that this water might bring was also used to 

invoke hope in their own futures and that of the city.  One Chicago community activist expresses 

these sentiments around water’s role as follows, 

We said that. Nobody owns that lake and we're not going to sell that lake. And people 
resonated with that, that's our lake, that's everybody's lake. Our lakefront is open to the 
public, there are very few places, very very few places in the entire 26 miles where 
private land comes up to the lake and we are very proud of that. It's in the charter of the 
city to keep that downtown. We're very proud of that, everybody owns the lake. Up in 
Evanston you've gotta’ pay to go to the beach, you don't see that here. (Activist) 
 

Imagery and language around water also worked to garner attention from media and politicians, 

drawing on these emotional connections to elicit responses. One participant explains the role of 

water imagery and text to enhance interest in and commitment to water issues,  

You put it in your literature and you show pictures of water. When you show a picture of 
water there is… We're, what are we? I think they say 70% water, when you count the 
water in your cells it's really over 90% water… And when you see a picture of water it is 
a spiritual reaction in most people. (Activist) 

 

Second, negative emotions were also used to elicit concern over what a future might look 

like under different ownership scenarios, without investment in the institution, or with less 

quality or quantity of water available due to overuse or lack of funding. Both activists and 

corporate actors noted the use of such terminology and its effectiveness. One government worker 

notes the effectiveness of the stories around water shutoffs and how it made him take more 

notice of his own water services and access, despite working with them everyday,  

Its like people get that its really scary…if you imagine yourself not having access to 
water it’s a really scary thing…something that I did was I went to my bill…and I was like 
‘let me make sure that my bill is paid up’. And it was probably because of this water 
stuff. (Government) 
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However, the very effectiveness of such negative connecting work and its frequent usage led 

some actors to question its utility in finding adequate longer-term solutions to the realities of 

changing demands and costs of water services. As one corporate participant notes,  

I think a message that resonates really well is ‘hey someone's going to come in and steal 
your water’. So my gosh, of course I'm against that, right? I mean, but it's not true, it's not 
true at all. And I think you can go really far with that kind of message, with someone's 
going to steal your water. And the tragedy in doing that is the people you're really hurting 
are the people in the city. I mean, so what, so the company doesn't get the contract or it 
gets it at less value. The company will be able to find other cities. But the people in that 
city who needed that solution…are now deprived of that solution. (Corporate) 
 
Exalting. While the work above served to gather support for and commitment to the 

activities of the institution, and build power among constituents and stakeholders, there were also 

numerous attempts to build attention for water itself and give it enhanced recognition.  While the 

institution of public water services was taken-for-granted or ignored, water itself has often been 

seen as infinite and its supply and quality virtually guaranteed, especially in the Great Lakes 

basin.  Therefore, what has been identified here as Exalting work sought to increase the 

awareness and understanding of water as a valued, finite, and increasingly scare resource (in both 

quality and quantity available per person), and thereby induce commitment to protecting it and 

its delivery.  These activities took two key forms, connecting water to its vital life-giving role, 

and connecting water to broader spiritual and religious connotations and traditions. 

First, the importance of water for life was recognized across all participant categories and 

from activists to government and corporate respondents.  As one long-time utility executive 

notes of the differences between municipal water services and other utilities,  

We produce the only utility service that people ingest. People can live without power for 
a few days but not without water.  It is much more critical from a public health and safety 
standpoint. (Government) 
 

Another city official shares similar thoughts, 
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I feel so strongly about water not being one of those issues that is lumped into everything 
else. As much as I love art, I don't drink art [laughing]. And I recognize the value of any 
city in having strong cultural institutions. But the realities are what they are. It's not life 
and death, it's not life and death. (Government) 
 
This message, and the attempt to increase commitment to water through its clear 

connection to life, was also frequently used in demonstrations and rallies and was a powerful 

rallying cry.  Signs and even graffiti stating “Water = Life” appeared frequently (Observation 

notes, various rallies and graffiti on streets/walls/freeways/bridges in Detroit).  The comments of 

one activist explain the utility of this exalting work in protecting not simply water but the 

institution of public delivery itself,  

So the very fact that someone would drive an argument to commodify, that it has a price, 
when it is invaluable. I would rather the public space to hold it because some things 
cannot be commodified.  Not only from a spiritual sense but from a human dignity frame, 
it’s priceless.  Life is priceless. And if water is foundational to life, it too is priceless. 
(Activist) 
 
Second, in various cases participants and actors in the struggle to protect water 

institutions invoked the role of water in religious scripture and in other forms of spiritual 

practices, almost deifying it. As one activist participant explains,  

Did you know there was a little Bermuda triangle sort of thing over to Wisconsin, ships 
and things have been turned around and disappeared and things like that. So some of 
the…like the Potawatomi and the Ojibwa, they believe that the soul of mother Earth, the 
silver core, is in Lake Michigan. Where the spiritual and the physical attach. Even some 
of the North Western indigenous folks say that the Great Lakes is like the umbilical cord. 
(Activist) 
 
Other participants also note the importance of water in Christian and other world and 

local religious traditions. For example,  

Well, water is such a big thing biblically. The first verses of Genesis are the wind, the 
ruach spirit, moving over the face of the water. I mean that's right at the beginning of the 
book. And in some ways it's the emblem of creation as grace and gift. We've talked about 
that, religious leaders, we've talked about water as a free gift that falls from heaven and I 
think that's really important to understand. It's gotten complicated politically because 
people flashed onto the water isn't free, it costs to purify it. (Expert)  
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Religious rituals, were also used to enhance and obtain respect by leveraging the power 

of the church, native communities, and spiritual practices, and to broaden constituencies in 

support of water. Of particular interest, these rituals often included water itself, serving as a 

reminder of its spiritual power and importance to the public. One participant recalls of a 

demonstration in Detroit,  

We had a big chalice of water that we passed around that people drank out of and 
reported alignment of water to mark the blocking of the trucks. (Expert) 
 

While many of these activities also served to build emotion and institutional commitment and 

support for the institution, as described above, they are included here in a different capacity as 

part of the edifying work that occurred in the renewal process in order to enhance commitment to 

water.   

Table 7: Data Analysis for Findings Part I: The Institutional Work of Renewal 

Dimensions, Themes, Categories and Data 

Second-order themes and 
first-order categories 

Representative quotes, events, and  
archival entries for underlying themes 

Aggregate dimension 1: Attention 
1. Affirming  

A. Explaining and 
recognizing value of 
system 

A1. “But again I’m just blown away by the fact that Detroit doesn’t know what we 
have. And every time I look at that map I think we should be one of the biggest 
cities in the country.” (Government) 

A3. “So we’ve kind of had a chip on our shoulder ever since that time and haven’t 
really kind of broken that and said ‘hey listen, we’ve got 20% of the surface 
freshwater in the world, we’re sitting pretty. How are we really going to be good 
stewards of that and take advantage of that so this will really be the best place on 
the planet to live?’ So I think I really, I sense a real turning in that process where 
people are really seeing what it means to have this much freshwater. Not to just 
run pulp and paper mills and steal mills but you know, the recreational value 
alone is fabulous. The Great Lakes fishery is worth 7 billion dollars a year. So I 
think we’re at a real transformational period and this visioning for the future is 
really important.” (Government) 

A3. “So for me its like, it affects me because I see water as a really important asset 
to this region. So, as a result, it’s in our self-interest to protect and preserve it. 
Like zebra muscles too, I’m not a big environmental kind of like bio-scientist or 
whatever but whenever there is a zebra muscle article that comes up in my 
Twitter feed from local papers I often read it because zebra muscles scare me a 
lot as a resident of this state.  Because if they take over what does that mean to 
the value of this resource we have.”  (Government) 
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B. Educating and 
knowledge sharing 

B1. “There aren't many opportunities that you have to speak to groups but I try too 
at various times to do something to help educate the public. I go around talking 
about water conservation to various groups and I'm sure I was not unique in that, 
that others did the same thing.” (Government)  

B2: “Are you familiar with the term environmental justice? So as justice organiser 
she really opened my eyes to the water for affordability issues and how it was 
connected to the sewage overflows. And I have to say at first I didn't get it. And I 
think that was coming from my white privilege of ‘that's not really related to 
pollution and why should I focus on that?’. [prior in body of text] So I've actually 
done a lot of reflection from those years on the privilege I carry as a white 
woman on these issues, and in these circles. How these conversations get 
discussed, and all of that. …Especially because I was already starting to listen 
and I also needed to build trust. Who's going to build trust with a white woman 
from the suburbs coming in [laughs]. I mean honestly?” (Activist) 

B3: “I think it’s because people being poor haven’t had a chance to enjoy it, people 
here are not educated, and don’t understand what they have. I think people here 
have grown up in the city under all of this blight, and trickery and foolishness and 
they think it’s just a way of life. And there is like four generations of them. 
They’re just in survival mode all the time, they could care less about the 
environment. [remainder in body of text] I’ve seen people dumping motor oil in 
the drains and I ran across and said ‘hey, that goes right back into your water 
system man, that’s the water your drinking’.  And they don’t have a clue. So I 
think in order for Detroit, especially water to survive, we need to get more 
stringent on the rules about water usage, taking care of water. Educating people. 
People need to be hit over the head with it every day. You know, about this some 
of the best water in the world, you can compare this to a Aqua Pure and it will 
beat Aqua pure every time. And it’s coming from your tap and it shouldn’t be 
taken for granted.” (Community) 

2. Alerting  
C. Engaging broader 
interest and coalitions  

C1. “So there's a lot of convergence around water. One of the things we see 
particularly across the United States and the global North, is a water 
consciousness not born out of that international frame but born out of the local 
frame on access, affordability, privatization, and water being held in the 
Commons.”(Activist) 

C2: “So he said, the guy who called me told me exactly what I just told you. They 
cut the water off and then they call child protective services. So in my rational 
mind I said that couldn’t even be true, who would permit that? So I knew they 
were cutting the water off but to the degree of how this whole thing is going 
down I did not know until I went to that gathering two weeks ago. And it was a 
gathering of different organizations that decided to collaborate no matter what 
their particular expertise was and how could we all work together to touch this 
whole thing. And they gave this presentation and passed out flyers. And that’s 
when it was just really up in my face and I said ‘ really, 1,500 to 3,000 homes a 
week?’.  (Community) 

C3. “Or other places like Detroit where people didn’t have access to water due to 
affordability issues. So that was just something I was really interested in 
addressing, and I think through the People’s Water Board, a lot of people sort of 
emerged that we didn’t traditionally work with like AFSCME - the local 207 is 
the union that represents water workers for the Detroit Water and Sewerage 
Department - some social justice organizations, Michigan Welfare Rights, the 
environmental organizations, coming together to form this alliance to really 
address the issues in the city that were and still are very urgent, like access and 
affordability.” (Activist) 

D. Public displays of 
strength (rallies, 
demonstrations) 

D1. “That would usually be the first response we get some people together and say 
let's get out there and protest what's happening. Call attention to the issue, maybe 
there'll be some local publicity on it. But usually using it as a first kind of 
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organizing point to get people involved from the community and point out the 
injustices that are happening.” (Community) 

D2: “We had 50 sign the pledge and we elected 11 of them. The only reason why it 
was just 50 was that there were so many of them we couldn’t get to all of them.  
And we went to the mayoral debates but we also got on the talk shows. Every 
time a mayoral candidate was on a talk show we would call up, a couple of us 
even, and we would get a question in there, ‘Are you going to privatize the 
water?’  And one by one they started answering ‘No’ we’re not going to privatize 
it, no we’re not going to privatize it, no we’re not going to privatize it.” (Activist) 

D3. “We would get in and put in questions to the TV debates, everywhere they 
were. And so we felt pretty comfortable with that, we felt that we had a lot of 
clips and everything we could use against them if they did it, and I think I even 
told one of them that I would do that to him at one point. So Rahm knows me 
now too. And I think I saw him at one thing and I said to him ‘you haven't signed 
the pledge Rahm. But I want you to know we have the clips and if you even think 
about it we will bring up the clips and we will splash them all over.’” (Activist) 

3. Reinforcing  
E. Support from outside 
institutional structures 

E1. “So I think it is a very Western idea that we can create a system of law that can 
control everything, but I think what's more important isn't the power of that law 
to force people to act differently but the power of that law to create narrative 
around which a lot of people can organize. If you have a statement from the UN 
that says water is a human right, that's something that's massively empowering to 
people who are like ‘yes, I want to get involved in the movement’. I think 
treating it like, as like, this tool to create regulation is going to be less effective 
than thinking of it as a tool to, like, create a movement.” (Community) 

E2. “We had a water agenda for the city of Detroit that we wrote a year ago, so I 
was on the water subcommittee to the green task force. I specifically crafted it 
around the United Nations language because I wanted to route the plight of the 
ordinary common person in Detroit in a UN frame. But [local official] took it out, 
said that he didn't want the universal declaration of human rights language in the 
water agenda for Detroit, because it would open up the city of Detroit to scrutiny. 
And I thanked him and I said that is so freaking honest I’ll give you a hug and 
kiss on that. But you are freaking crazy, I went crazy on him. I was so done with 
him.” (Activist) 

E3. “Catarina was very [opens jaw], she was very good, it was kind of a thing with 
her. So that was one of her jaw-dropping moments. I talked to them afterwards 
and they offered, which we really need to follow up on, they offered to do an 
amicus brief in our case. They're both lawyers and they would, they said this is 
defending human rights and you should be allowed to do a necessity defense. 
And they are willing to weigh in on that in District Court for a petty 
misdemeanor.” (Expert) 

F. Support from outside 
institutional norms 

F1. “But making the connection to the larger community, and how this is a crisis 
for everyone really, that was pretty important. And at least on the legal front 
ACLU and NAACP were pretty important in helping especially our local 
attorneys and bringing in some of their networks, so that was pretty good.” 
(Community) 

F2: “And even the way that they participated here in Detroit, very attentive, very 
interested, very inquisitive, very much expressive too, like ‘I can't believe this is 
happening, we've heard all these things in other parts of the world but we can't 
believe we're hearing that here.’ So just from the go very much we could feel like 
they were here for us, you know. So that was pretty powerful because it even 
now has still done a lot for us to be able to say ‘look, we're onto something here 
that's right, that's correct.’” (Community) 

F3: “So… I remembered too, she was joking, you know Mark Ruffalo, he just kind 
of had his hand on her the whole time. And she was like ‘who is this guy’.  She 
didn’t know any of his movies, or characters or anything, she was like ‘people 
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just kept telling me he's a movie star but I didn't know who he was’. So he just 
kind of latched on to her during the march.” (Community)  

Aggregate dimension 2: Commitment 
4. Reifying  

G. Situational 
Comparisons  

G1. “So we were putting out the examples, especially in the water situation, that 
privatization doesn't necessarily mean that it's going to run any better. Especially 
in the case of Atlanta which is one of those good cases where it's reverted, so you 
can't say that, just because this company is coming in with their shiny literature 
and telling you that we can make it better.” (Community) 

G2: “We sort of planned to fight, perhaps using the term, in particular instances like 
Atlanta…privatized their water system, and a few years later because of the 
failure of that privatization, took it back.  And there’s another one that happened 
more recently in Indianapolis, they sort of pulled back from the privatization 
effort. And there was the Cochabamba that is recognized because of the violent 
nature of that struggle.”  (Community) 

G3. “So we could use the parking meter example to really talk about the lease very 
easily. We could say ‘you know what happened, someone else took over the 
parking meters. Parking meter rates went way up. There were all kind of service 
issues initially, the parking meter boxes didn’t really work well initially, people 
didn’t really understand how to use them, customer service was horrible, its 
owned by some European company, it was really unclear and confusing to 
people, with whom, or how to even address, if there were issues with ticketing. 
You know, if the paybox is not working. And we were like, ‘you know, that’s 
obviously really annoying and that’s why everyone hates it, but just imagine if 
this were your water. (Activist) 

 
H. Sharing stories of 
personal impacts 

 
H1. “They came on her street. And she had said ‘jeez, I'm behind on my water bill, 

half my streets behind on their water bill’. And they came on her street and she 
went out and complained about it and asked them to show her a shut off order, 
and they didn't show her a shut off order, so she called the cops and the cops 
came and took her away. And he's written the whole story out, it's on the DRAM 
website.” (Expert) 

H2: “And sharing their stories, and sometimes it can be very moving and people 
supporting each other in what they're going through and everything. But for me, 
coming from sort of this middle-class WASP task-oriented perspective, and for X 
too, it's like we need to be focusing on doing something not just talking about 
how crappy things are.” (Community) 

H3. So I told the Jones Day action story at the Charles Wright museum, the African 
American museum, you should do that some time the museum's good. But they 
have a big theater and nice theater type space. And there's a woman who does a 
storytelling event once a month with a different theme. It's sort of like the Moth. 
The moth is white folks in Detroit. And this is like the black moth. So I told that 
there and the last time I tried to get into Canada… They had my rap sheet. So I 
started with that, I told the story of the Jones Day action but I started with that… 
(Expert) 

4. Connecting  
I. Enhancing links to 
positive emotions  

I1. “But the Great Lakes have a certain cache and majesty to them, and people get 
pretty excited about it. Our mayor, Rahm Emmanuel, says its our Yellowstone, 
the Great Lakes are our Yellowstone. He doesn’t say water. People will talk 
about water in terms of water is water and part of the future, the economics, but 
when they talk about the Great Lakes they get a little teary eyed.” (Expert) 

I2: “Any time you mention water. It gets people's attention. And our legislators, and 
this is where we have to build on where we’re at, because they don't read things. 
They've told us ‘don't give us all that information because we won't read it, give 
us a two pager, one sheet’. So that's what we did. You want a sheet? We'll give 
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you one sheet [laughs]. But even those legislators respond to water. And realize 
that we've got to do something about it.” (Activist) 

I3. “To actually be able to execute any of this stuff you really…especially for an 
issue like water that is in a way deeply personal and deeply emotional, and 
deeply reaching, you kind of have to read, you have to understand the community 
you are operating in really well.  For example, Detroiters like, especially from 
what I’ve heard in the black community, are very frequently part of faith-based 
communities. So what ended up happening before this big water fair or before the 
moratorium ended, the mayor and other senior staff, like chief of staff etc., they 
like went door to door doing the rounds of churches on Sundays, trying to talk to 
people about ‘this is the water, this is what’s actually going on, this is what you 
can do.’” (Government)  

J. Enhancing links to 
negative emotions 

J1. “If I just used the phrase with the average person I was talking to ‘privatization 
of public assets’ I would see their eyes glaze over and they would have no 
interest. But if I said ‘the Mayor, there are rumours that the Mayor wants to sell 
off our water system’ people would just say ‘What? That’s crazy!’ [yelling].” 
(Activist) 

J2: “That's one of the things that we usually say. We have a wonderful resource. 
Start positive. But are you aware that the Great Lakes are being threatened? 
People aren't aware.” (Activist) 

J3. “Its like people get that its really scary. If you imagine yourself not having 
access to water it’s a really scary thing.  So even if…I wasn’t living as a Detroit 
resident at the time, but I think something that I did was I went to my DTE bill – 
because I was paying utilities in Ann Arbor at the time – and I was like ‘let me 
make sure that my DTE bill is paid up’. And it was probably because of this 
water stuff.” (Government) 

 
3. Exalting 

 

K. Connection between 
water and life 

K1.“Internally there is profound recognition that we all drink water. That every fly, 
every insect, every microorganism, we’re all dancing with water. So water 
becomes the grand mediator of all of life. So that's that quiet internal space of 
recognition that we all get thirsty, we all drink, we’re all of water, from water, 
playing in water, trying to get next to water, coming out of water, fighting water, 
water is fighting us, and water becomes the great conduit, you know the great 
solvent of our life.” (Activist) 

K2: “There's a lot going on there and it’s sort of difficult to find the right vantage 
point.  But water seems to be, as I said, so basic to human life that it seems to be 
successfully bringing more folks’ attention and energy to the issues.” 
(Community) 

K3: “A lot of the homes, even some of the homes in the Boston Edison area, they 
were burning everything they could find for the winter. There were fallen trees, 
there were branches, and they would be burning that. You can go sit over a 
manhole and get warm but you can't live without water. So I think that this is the 
final frontier. You can do a whole lot of things, you can go to a shelter, 
somebody can give you a whole lot of blankets, and you can somehow stand not 
having heat. You can buy candles if you don't have electricity. But if you don't 
have water you don't have a life.” (Community) 

K4. “Just to explain, this is something you need to live, everyone should have a 
right to water regardless of their ability to pay. You will not find very many 
people publicly who will disagree with that statement.” (Government) 

L. Religious or spiritual 
connections 

L1. “There is a religious leaders’ letter that was signed by some bishops and a 
bunch of pastors. And that begins…there is a sense in which water is a gift, it 
falls from heaven, it is in some ways the emblem of grace, and free. And I think 
that’s embedded, that gets legally embedded in a variety of ways.” (Expert) 

L2: “There's a philosophical debate about the private sector and water. There's an 
old saying in some quarters that water is a gift from God and therefore it should 
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be free, you shouldn't pay for it and the private sector shouldn't profit from it. The 
response for that is too bad God forgot to lay the pipes because you actually have 
to invest a whole lot to get water from where it starts to a household, so it's not 
that easy.” (Corporate 

L3. “So I personally visit winter or summer, rain or shine. And I have chats with 
mother earth down at the lake. Now I'm starting to sound crazy, but I do. You 
meditate. The energy of water is really really important.”  (Activist) 

L4. “Some people were chaffed, they’re like “I’m sick of feathers and tobacco 
ceremonies and praising of the water, I just want a policy, like who are we about 
to sue, is it Nestle?”.  I’m sitting there like, yeah, check this tribe of people, 
we’ve got policy-wonks, activists, students, attorneys, four grandmothers in long 
skirts with feathers talking about tobacco rituals, me, some black-American 
urban, poor, human rights social justice people. All in one room arguing over the 
Great Lakes.” (Activist) 

 

Part II. Who Protects Water and Why?: Variations in Actors who Maintain Institutions 

 As outlined above, the data and analysis for this study revealed several forms of work by 

which actors sought to renew attention and commitment to the institution of public municipal 

water services.  However, as the study and iterative analysis progressed, it quickly became 

apparent that the data were also revealing interesting, and novel, differences in the actors who 

performed such work themselves. The extent to which actors were committed to water or to the 

structure and operations of the institution varied significantly. Four major categories of 

institutional maintenance workers were identified who were actively striving to protect and 

preserve water institutions.  

In this section I highlight these key differences and actor types: institutional warriors 

who have a deep-seated and long-term commitment to water itself; institutional converts whose 

primary interests lie in an external cause or field but have become newly passionate about water 

issues; institutional practitioners whose connection to water institutions is often much more 

instrumental; and finally, institutional revisionists who still maintain deep commitments to some 

tenants of the institution but are actively seeking change of other aspects.  Important to note is 

that while these categories and commitments bore some relation to the actors’ formal stakeholder 

category (as shown in Table 6), they were by no means exact.  For instance, warriors were often 
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activists but were also found in government, and corporate roles, and so forth. Finally, while I 

highlight key categories here for analytic purposes I acknowledge that actors may move between 

categories over time or may even belong to overlapping categories. Data samples are presented 

in the text with a visual demonstration of the analysis presented Figure 7 and additional 

examples of data in Table 8 at the end of Part II.  While the text and table data are distinct, as 

above, in a few cases extended quotations from text samples are also included in the tables where 

deemed relevant. 

Figure 7: Visual Data Analysis for Findings Part II: Actors Who Maintain Institutions  

	  
 

Institutional warriors.  The term ‘water warrior’ originated within the water justice 

community to explain the fact that many of these individuals felt as though they were at war for 

water, and stems from the media and popular term for many of these conflicts as ‘water wars’.  
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However, this term does not seem misplaced. Again and again in interviews it became apparent 

that while almost all participants had an attachment to water, for some this attachment was deep, 

personal, and emotional.  This commitment led to often extreme dedication, financial 

commitment (through lost earning potential and/or personal donations), and frequently a 

demonstrated willingness to go to battle of sorts to protect water, water access, and 

institutionalized public water delivery in the various demonstrations that occurred during this 

study.  

The motivation for this strong attachment to and interest in water appeared in almost all 

cases to stem from earlier experiences with water that had made a lasting mark or impression. 

These individuals easily recalled the time when they became passionate about water. When 

interview participants were asked a standard and generic opening grand tour type question such 

as “Tell me about your role in water,” most started with these early memories.  For instance, a 

leader at a top policy organization with a long and illustrious career in water-related issues 

recalled, 

Well it all started in my dorm room in December 1969. You wanted to know, I'll tell you. 
I opened up a Time magazine and I saw a picture of the Cuyahoga River on fire. And I 
thought ‘that shouldn't happen to rivers,’ and I wanted to be part of changing that. 
(Expert) 
 

A second notable feature of this group was that this early notice of water and water issues often 

led to pursuing further education and a career in water, as the above quote hints.  Another policy 

analyst expands on her early experience and its impacts on her career trajectory,  

And then there was Hurricane Juan, and I just totally, it actually had to do with the fact 
that there was a wash up of, sorry to use it, but feminine hygiene products after the storm. 
And I said what, are you kidding me? There is no filter, there is nothing? And I looked 
into it at the time and I said ‘hey I’ve got to learn more about this.’ And I just got more 
and more interested so I went back to school and studied environmental policy and in 
particular water conservation, quality, and all sorts of goodies. (Expert) 
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The background and motivations of these water warriors was in contrast to other participants 

whose experiences with water issues or institutions were more recent, less personal and 

emotional, and often more accidental, often finding themselves working on water issues through 

career circumstances or through connections to a related or intersecting group or issue.  

Actors in this warrior category tended largely to have gravitated to activist roles but by 

no means was this their sole outlet.  For instance, deeply committed and life-long institutional 

warriors were also found in government offices, among experts, and in corporations.  For 

example, a clearly passionate water proponent explains how he ended up in a corporate role,  

When I started about 10 years ago [company] was considered one of the most attractive 
companies for young engineers. Everyone wanted to work for [company] at that stage. 
And I think that's why, one company saying ‘we are protecting the environment, that's 
what we're doing’. And even now we are, it's not just the company but individuals, 
individuals in the company are committed to that. (Corporate) 
 
With this deep commitment often came the idea that water was shared and owned by all, 

with many warriors working in activist and government roles.  However, this link between 

passion for water and the traditional formal structures of the institution was not unilateral. In 

some cases warrior actors prioritized water protection and maintenance of clean and safe 

municipal services over the traditional formal, and public, structures of the institution itself. As a 

government employee noted speaking of infrastructure repairs. “It’s becoming more and more 

difficult to just do it through tax dollars,” suggesting his concern that need for finances to protect 

water might usurp the traditional preference for public service provision.  

Institutional converts. Although the deeply committed warriors were important in the 

communities studied, the water conflicts in both cities also had a number of important and 

passionate actors more recently interested in water and maintaining the traditional 

institutionalized structures surrounding water services.   
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Individuals in this group generally suggested that they had historically taken water for 

granted or been relatively unaware of water issues until, at some more recent stage, realizing its 

importance due to its connection to issues that they were most passionate about. These 

participants were chiefly committed to an external cause including but not limited to social 

justice, other environmental issues, community support, civil rights, and spiritual groups, and 

labor. Although these individuals did not have the same early attachment to water, in many cases 

it had become a passion and they were heavily involved in the struggle for water appearing to 

have been truly converted to the cause, the institution of public water services, and its 

maintenance or defense.  This dedication and conversion frequently came with realization of the 

deep interconnections between the institution of public water delivery and their own causes, with 

water issues in effect being drawn into their own cause and activities. For example, one long-

term community activist recalls the seeds of her interest in water services,  

It was really just sort of an outcome of trying to figure out how to help people who were 
just having utility issues, basic living need problems. So back in, gosh, I want to say the 
late 1990s, early 2000 is when we just started hearing more about it. At least in Detroit. 
And we were getting more and more calls at the office about people whose water had 
been shut off. …So as we started looking closer we saw how the water department had 
just decided that they were going to just cut off people for failure to pay rather than to try 
and figure out some way to keep people's water on. (Community)  
 

Another participant recounts a similar history of his group’s roundabout involvement in 

municipal water issues as they determined their priorities, 

And we decided on three thing, I can't really remember, and one of them was a water. 
And at that time I think the big story here in Michigan was…Nestlé water wanted to open 
up a pumping station on the West side of the state. So we started to throw what little 
energy and resources we had into that fight. I was in Detroit at the time and suggested 
‘let's see what's going on with water in Detroit,’ and we were in particular pointed to the 
Michigan Welfare Rights organization who were addressing the issue from the poverty 
angle…So that's sort of how I got involved locally in Detroit around water. (Community) 
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As these converts recognized the importance of public water they began to associate with 

the warriors, rapidly learning about the history of the fight for water, its leaders, the intricacies 

of the institutional structures, and picking up terminology around the water struggle that was 

used by the water activist groups.  However, unlike religious converts these individuals did not 

appear to have given up their own groups or core commitments in order to fight for public water 

services.  However dedicated and involved they became in water they, in all cases, maintained or 

even prioritized their original passions, seeing water issues as a complementary issue. Instead, of 

outright conversion from one cause to another, the new ideas and commitments to water were 

often used in combination with their own passions and group histories, leading to the 

recombination of ideas and a deeper passion for institutional maintenance that could protect both 

water institutions and their own work. For example, ideas from law, justice, environmentalism, 

health, and religion were all combined with water issues, to the benefit of both. As one 

community leader commented on making these connections,  

Water has ended up being emblematic, and I've been really pleased and edified to realize 
sort of the depth of the connections of water and gospel. It's more like how do we talk 
about this and how does it connect with our traditions and suddenly things are lighting up 
for me that I hadn't seen before. (Expert) 
 

Similarly, an activist devoted to environmental water protection notes how it took her some time 

to understand the connections between water pollution and municipal water services,  

I was just taking the two items as separate….So it was through just realizing that the 
water department is mandated through the regulatory bodies to improve their ageing 
infrastructure, and through that of course they have to impose a cost onto ratepayers. And 
we have water rates going up and that's when you have affordability problems, and it 
became crystal clear that these two issues are in fact related and we need to be talking 
about them together. (Activist) 
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These converts, although sometimes lacking knowledge of the norms and structures of the 

institution, were generally welcomed in, bringing support and increased attention to the water 

cause from a new audience who may have otherwise continued to ignore the institution. 

Institutional practitioners. Actors in the categories above were deeply committed to 

protecting water both as a natural resource and a public service, or as a resource that directly 

impacted their own causes. However, an equally active group seeking to maintain the institutions 

of public water delivery was often less inherently passionate about the water itself but deeply 

committed to the structures and institutions that have been built to supply it.  Some of these 

actors drew direct financial, status, or other benefits from the institution, often through direct or 

indirect employment at all levels (from shop floor through executive levels), making fighting for 

survival of the institutions around public water services a very personal issue with instrumental 

drivers.  Of interest, although less frequent, some employees of NGOs, community groups, and 

experts also appeared to fall into this category of maintenance workers, especially where they 

had come by their current work due to career skills or circumstance rather than passion for the 

group’s goals. However, it should be noted that not all employees of the system were interested 

in partaking in renewal and maintenance work. Instead, participants mentioned that many had 

left or were actively seeking other employment in light of cuts to the system, while many saw 

their role as simply a job. While employees, government officials, board members, and 

contractors had very direct and instrumental connections to the institution of public water 

delivery it also appeared to support a complex and vast network of individuals and organizations. 

As one government employee suggests of his impression of those who benefit from and will 

work to maintain the public water system,  

I mean these guys, its not just him, its him and the governor and all of the county 
executives, and it’s the construction industry and the environmental consulting industry.  
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This system is a multi-million dollar cash cow.  There are many entities who make a 
pretty good living, or part of a pretty good living off of it. (Expert) 
 
Both the water systems of Detroit and Chicago feed drinking water and collect and treat 

sewage from numerous nearby suburbs and municipalities.  One participant describes the nature 

of this reliance and need to work to maintain the system as follows,   

So as a result we tried to work with Detroit and try to figure out what do we do to try to 
make the whole thing better. Because it's not just us, we've got maybe a day’s worth of 
water on hand. So if we use up that water, what about tomorrow? So we’re not 
independent by any means. We are totally dependent on Detroit. So we made sort of a 
strategic decision at that time to try and, the word partner is the word that was eventually 
developed for that relationship, to work with Detroit to get…And it almost sounds like it 
was just us trying to get them to be as good as possible, but it's starting to go both ways 
now, but to get them to be a lot more customer focused and to be a lot better at what they 
do. (Corporate) 
 
Second, although their own interests were of course important for the renewal work these 

practitioners performed, these actors’ motivations for such work often went well beyond the 

more instrumental or self-interested notions captured in prior literature (Schüssler, Rüling, & 

Wittneben, 2014). For these practitioners simple employment or other benefits did not appear to 

be the only motivation for the ongoing renewal and maintenance work these actors performed.  

Instead, actors in this category also shared stories of their pride in the system, their fellow 

workers, the importance of their own work, and the quality of the water they helped to produce 

and protect for their communities. For example, several of the actors in this category were retired 

from their work but still had great pride in the institution and its services. Others, who were 

employed by or directly benefitting from the institution also appeared to have become proud of 

their role in protecting water, although often not demonstrating the same new passion or activism 

as the converts. As one activist participant explains this duality and change in practitioners,    

And labour groups who were just freaking interested in a paycheck really, ‘can I have a 
job and can I pay a car loan?’, begin to start thinking about water in a holistic frame. Not 
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only do I have a job working for a water board and a water system, but I'm improving the 
quality of life and protecting it. (Activist) 
 
This observation is echoed in the statement of another participant and long-term water 

department employee as he explains his job, the technical job description for which has no 

explicit stewardship component,  

But kind of my job that I walked into is really kind of a steward of the environment, we 
have to clean the water before it goes back out to Lake Erie. (Government) 
 

Finally, this mix of motivations for practitioners is echoed by a long-time corporate executive 

whose had more recently become involved in water governance who described how he views his 

role and that of the water department, 

So whatever you do, whatever I've done, I've always said ‘Quality… It's like the old Ford 
model… Quality is Job one.’ Well it is. You have to maintain the quality. And if that 
means your standards have to be a little higher than the private, then you have to. …It has 
to be, of anything we do, preserving the high quality of the water we produce with the 
employees. They got it. Our employees get it. They understand what their job one is. But 
I think sometimes the public just takes it for granted. (Government – expanded quote in 
Table 8, F1) 
 
Institutional revisionists. This final category of actors working towards institutional 

maintenance appeared to see value in some of the end goals of the institution, but also sought to 

significantly alter the institution’s structures. Actors within this category vary in their roles and 

positions (including analysts, NGOs, government, and corporate actors) but are categorized here 

as they are committed to clean water delivery and maintaining a system that will continue to 

protect and preserve that aspect of the institution of municipal water services. However, they 

differ from prior actors in that they tend to be quite flexible as to the structures that deliver these, 

effectively separating their commitment to quality municipal water services for the public from 

the traditional institution of public water delivery.   
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Whereas institutional warriors were noted for both their commitment to the ethos, clean 

water, and traditional public structures of the institution, while converts and practitioners 

likewise had interests (although slightly different) in both the water objectives and the current 

public structures, revisionist differed.  Actors in this category suggest that change to the 

structures is necessary, or should at least be given heavy consideration in some situations, to 

preserve the original intent and goals of the institution – providing clean drinking water and 

returning clean water to the environment. As a result, actors classified in this category display 

two characteristics: first, a genuine commitment to clean and safe water combined with an 

understanding of the power of the institution; and, second, a lack of commitment to maintaining 

the current public delivery system and structures of the institution.  One government employee 

explains this stance as he recalls working on a project on the Detroit shutoffs in a key 

government office,  

So yeah, I didn’t get a sense of having this kind of ideological perspective on 
privatization versus keeping it public.  It was just like, what is going to get us the 
outcome of delivering the best service to customers. (Government)  
 
Another long-term water advocate with a deep passion for water now working in a policy 

role explains these sentiments on the topic as such,  

In fact, people don’t like to pay taxes and less all the time. And the ability to fund the 
essential infrastructure – whether its drinking water, waste water, whatever – it’s 
becoming more and more difficult to just do it through tax dollars. And far more creative 
approaches to public-private partnerships where private money can be brought in, I think 
we’re going to have to do it. I think its got to be done right, and I’m not even sure what 
right is. But, we’ve got to, I think, we (when I say we – the public) needs to have access 
to private capital markets in order to build and maintain the infrastructure that we’ve got. 
Particularly in the Great Lakes region we’re older cities and we’ve got a lot of old 
infrastructure and it really really needs a lot of work. (Expert) 
 
Revisionists also tended to have a rich understanding and appreciation for the power of 

public water institutions and were very cognizant of recognizing these.  These actors had not 
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taken the institution for granted and, like the warriors and converts, understand the power of the 

institution and its influence and structures well.  As a result, while seeking to alter the institution 

they effectively leverage many of the ideas and emotions around it (attachment to clean and safe 

water, human right to water etc.). These actors have a vested interest in maintaining and even 

defending many of the structures and goals of the institution that are powerful, draw public 

attention and funding, and engender loyalty. However, they stress aspects that they believe are 

useful while seeking to revise others. While some of these actors advocate more directly for 

change to parts of the institution, they are included herein because they are also a strong voice in 

recognizing the importance of attention to water services and thereby maintaining some portions 

of the institution’s original goals and objectives around water.  A corporate participant explains 

his stance, 

I think you'd find that, and I've been in meetings with many of these guys, I think you'd 
find that in any of the major companies. I mean we're spending eight, 10, 12 hrs. a day 
thinking about water and water issues, and wastewater. And we have a joke that not 
everyone spends their days thinking about wastewater, but we do. So yeah, we think we 
can make the world a better place. We've got a Philips solution. I've got no problem, I've 
really got no problem when somebody says ‘no, Phillips is wrong, do the Flathead’. The 
problem that I have is when somebody wants to take options off the table, when someone 
says no one absolutely can never use this solution because we deem that it's wrong. 
(Corporate) 
 
Of course, in this category, and with statements such as the quote above, accusations of 

hijacking or co-opting the history and traditions of clean water that surround the institution are 

common, and support for water protection and delivery is seen to be simply a means by which 

these actors are seeking to change rather than preserve the institution of public municipal water 

delivery. One activist (not a revisionist in this category) explains these concerns as follows,  

They style themselves almost like they are a public agency, one that protects taxpayer 
dollars. They never say we’re here to make money. They say we’re all about efficiency; 
we really just want to do what's best for people. …So they talk a really good game, they 
all talk a really good game about efficiency and how this is better for us all, and really 
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ratepayers shouldn't be fighting them because they just want to give everyone better 
infrastructure and good quality water and safeguard our water for years to come. (Activist  
- expanded quote in Table 8, H2) 
 
While the large water corporations have been frequently accused of such tactics, all but 

one of the five executive participants interviewed for this project expressed what appeared to be 

genuine concern for water and long-term interest in the topic. For example, one openly worried 

that they were seen as not caring by water colleagues outside the corporate world as well as by 

activists and the media,  

And then you look on Twitter and you see all this stuff negative. So at one stage you may 
even doubt, saying ‘Am dreaming? Am I in the right company?’ Because everything I’ve 
experienced in 10 years is so positive in trying to progress things and being open, and I 
don't have a conflict with my personal values. But then you see all of these things. 
(Corporate) 
 

Reactions such as this, and the interesting combinations of motivations, roles and participants 

who make up this final revisionist category, suggest a complex line between the practices of 

maintenance and change and how maintenance workers balance these demands, interests, and 

roles.  

Table 8: Data Analysis for Findings Part II: Actors Who Maintain Institutions 

Representative quotes, events, and archival entries for underlying themes 

Theme 1: Institutional Warriors 
A. Interest stimulated in 

water (often early and 
memorable) 

A1: “Year after year was always wonderful beautiful Lake Michigan. And then one 
year there were some dead fish on the shore. And the year after that it was worse 
and the smells were more noticeable. And we still finished and swam but it 
wasn't as fun that year. And I remember the third year we came back it was really 
bad and we didn't swim at all, and that was the last year we actually went there as 
a kid.” (Activist) 

A2: “When I was in high school I took this AP level science class and we were 
supposed to do water quality testing but very low level. You had a buddy and 
each of you would go take some water from some body of water and then you 
would test it. We took some water right near Santa Monica, and there is actually 
a water treatment plant that discharges very close to the beach there. And my 
teacher was very alarmed by our water sample, there was something growing in it 
that she could not identify. So I think that, I mean that class was very 
instrumental in opening up my eyes to all of these issues. She just had no idea, to 
this day I still have no idea what that was. Like a white cob-webby thing but 
inside of the water, growing. It was weird. (Activist) 

A3: “For me personally, when I was younger I was training for the Olympics. I was 
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training for the Olympics, I was a breaststroker. So again kind of born into the 
water. From the age of five who were on a swim team in Grosse Pointe. And we 
were known as a family, the X family of swimmers. And then I started training in 
X with Olympic trainers. But then I didn't go for it. My mother said ‘you really 
really want to do this?’ And I said ‘no’.” (Activist) 

B. Committing to 
protecting water 

B1: “When it was time for me to go to college I went to an environmental college 
because I just really wanted to do something to help protect the planet, because 
I'd had this experience that I couldn't explain. And water has just always been a 
passion. So I started working for X the year after I graduated college, so I’ve 
been here X years now. And that whole time I’ve worked on water issues.”  
(Activist) 

B2: “…[continued from text quote] And I thought that shouldn't happen to rivers, 
and I wanted to be part of changing that. It actually all started earlier than that but 
that was probably the career trigger. I grew up in central [mid-West state] and I 
spent a lot of time on the water as a kid. And I guess I later realized that there is 
water and there's water. There was the dirty water in the Wisconsin river that 
flowed by our house and there was the beautiful clean water in the inland lakes 
up in the north, and then there were the Great Lakes that were kind of a distance 
from me, sort of like the ocean. They were very different concepts of water.” 
(Expert) 

B3: “So I don't say they are not happy to work with the private sector but I feel that 
there is much more looking at each other [laughing], and understand if I start 
working with the private sector will I lose my integrity. I get that kind of question 
still, asking where I work. That’s not what it is about, making the society profit 
from what they are creating, the new knowledge they are creating. My 
background is academic too and I was scared at the beginning working for a 
private entity, ‘oh, what does it mean’. But then I discovered that no, it would 
just be a natural way of working.” (Corporate) 

Theme 2: Institutional Converts 
C. Devotion to non-water 

cause 
C1: “Once we got into the water issue we realized that the privatization issue would 

never go away. There would always be that threat. So we had to stick around. 
And the longer we stuck around the more we realized how many other issues 
there are related to water.” (Activist) 

C2: “And I got involved in this because it's an issue of justice. And also of concern 
for me. And I have been involved in various groups before I got involved with 
the water issue. But for some reason, and I don't know, it's just like, the last five 
years at least, our group was formed in 2010, it's been the primary focus. I think 
because people were involved with peace and justice issues, which I'd been 
involved in before, and people had been involved in various aspects of that, there 
are so many issues. But there was no group in our area which was focusing on 
this particular issue. There was a void there and no one else was doing it. And so 
we were very concerned about the issue of possible privatization of water in the 
Chicago area. And so we kind of jumped in.” (Activist) 

C3: “Daly privatized the parking meters, everybody goes nutso, he starts talking 
about privatizing the water. We’re having these pretty big meetings about anti-
privatization with the unions and progressive activists, and the food and water 
watch people. So a small group of us say we've got to get into the elections, we 
were not a 501 C34, we were just community groups that were working in this 
whole field.” (Community) 

D. Recombination of ideas 
and passions 

D1: “At first I was really focused on pollution and trying to clean up the wastewater 
treatment plant, and sewage overflows. And that's not related to water 
affordability. How can it be related to water affordability? I just questioned it all 
and wasn't really trying to find a connection. I was just taking the two items as 
separate. So it was through X who was very persistent in saying ‘no, they are 
connected you need to figure out what the connection is.’” (Activist) 
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D2: “It was very intentional the mix, top-down, left right, people who were deeply 
spiritual and shamanistic around water and were practicing eco-spirituality, 
mixed in with cynics and people who just wanted to be able to hunt and fish, and 
play in water and not have to wade through sludge and slime and toxins.  All 
together in one room for 3 days talking about the Great Lakes Basin and we came 
up with a Great Lakes frame.” (Community) 

D3: “So I knew they were cutting the water off but to the degree of how this whole 
thing is going down I did not know until I went to that gathering two weeks ago. 
And it was a gathering of different organizations that decided to collaborate no 
matter what their particular expertise was and how could we all work together to 
touch this whole thing. And they gave this presentation and passed out flyers. 
And that’s when it was just really up in my face and I said ‘ really, 1500 to 3000 
homes a week?’.” (Community) 

Theme 3: Institutional Practitioners 
E. Instrumental 

connections to institution 
E1: “And so again, it’s not to say that, I don’t want to make it sound like I’m only 

concerned with unions, but it’s tied together. The very essence of unionism is that 
there is a common good, that’s what solidarity is.  You look after seniority rights 
because you know at some point that will be you, it’s that sense that were all in it 
together. And that’s another thing that they want to get rid of.” (Government) 

E2: “Our interests are in getting the water we need when we need it, the quantity 
and quality we need, and for it to be as cheap as we can possibly get it. Period. 
There is nothing else, right. So we really do have common interests, which is 
why this shouldn't be so difficult. But it is. …We've tried to take a very active 
role in helping ourselves by helping DWSD. That's worked out, we've gotten a lot 
from that, I think they've gotten a lot from that. It's been a really good 
relationship.” (Corporate) 

E3. “So we were one of the people, three or four communities, that volunteered to 
work with Detroit to shape what these new contracts would be. A lot of times 
Detroit, DWSD, was looking for help. And we’ve tried to be there to provide that 
help, to come up with a contract that would be good for us and good for our 
neighbours as well. So we were one of the first three or four for people to work 
through that, and one of the first three or four people to adopt the contract. Also 
enshrined in that contract is what we call the technical advisory committee, 
which is a joint DWSD customer group which meets at a minimum once a 
quarter to discuss issues of mutual concern.” (Corporate) 

F. Pride in the institution 
and water 

F1: “So whatever you do, whatever I've done, I've always said ‘Quality… It's like 
the old Ford model… Quality is Job one.’ Well it is. You have to maintain the 
quality. And if that means your standards have to be a little higher than the 
private, then you have to. Because you can't lose the trust of the people that the 
water they’re receiving isn't the best. It has to be the best. And that's what Detroit 
has delivered. And we have all this abundance of water here so there's no excuse 
for not delivering quality, period. And you have to maintain that, you have to 
maintain that because if you lose it it's hard to get it back. So that to me is the 
first priority of anything we do. It has to be, of anything we do, preserving the 
high quality of the water we produce with the employees. They got it. Our 
employees get it. They understand what their job one is. But I think sometimes 
the public just takes it for granted." (Government) 

F2: “I try to maintain a very low profile. Because I don't care where you go, 
someone's got a water issue, wherever you go [laughing], oh my gosh. ‘Can you 
help me? My friend, my friend, or my church’. It's always something. But 
nevertheless I haven't walked in their [other utilities’] shoes so I don't know what 
their attachments are to the community but I know that ours are strong simply 
because of what we feel is that element that people can't live without. Even 
though I think that's true of them as well, I don't see them as being as closely 
connected to the community as we are.” (Government) 



	   149	  

F3: “You know, their health benefits have been slashed, their retirement has been 
slashed, they've been told they're lazy and incompetent people for a long time, 
and vilified by the press. When was the last time you've seen a story of a 
competent worker? I would love to see a story in the Free Press that highlighted a 
55 or 60-year-old man that has to climb down a manhole in -4 degrees and spend 
all night freezing his ass off trying to fix a water main break. Those guys are 
heroes. And they're not young, believe me. But that's not part of the X County 
narrative at all. And I find it morally repugnant, I hate it.” (Expert) 

Theme 4: Institutional Revisionists 
G. Agnostic as to 

institutional structures 
G1: “But it will have to change and that's where we’re working on research and 

innovation now because we have a strong understanding that the model will have 
to change. See you know climate change, urban growth, we make better links 
now between contaminants and public health, so all of that will make the system 
change.” (Corporate) 

G2: For me, how do we develop, how does society make progress? And I think the 
competition has a role to play. Why companies are innovating, why companies 
spend money on innovation, it is to be more competitive than the other. If you 
stop the competition then you also stop this competition and destabilize the 
system. That's where I see for me interesting, if you hire someone from the 
private sector if he doesn't do a good job you can just fire him and find another 
one and have them compete. And you can put your conditions in, you want that 
and that and that, and you want to reduce your energy footprint. So as a public 
authority you can set some goals and then challenge the private sector to achieve 
these goals at the cost are deciding. (Corporate) 

G3: “I’m in the private sector and I always see this dichotomy, not necessarily that 
I see it but it's always pointed out for me between the private sector and public 
sector and managing water services. And again I think it's a red herring, it's not a 
real debate. But I think that one trend will see in the future is more collaboration 
between the two. Choices in the past have been for a municipality that they will 
continue to manage it or that they'll outsource it to the private sector and I think 
that we're finding more options than that. More and more ways to work within 
that spectrum, within the two extremes.” (Corporate) 

H. Leveraging ideas and 
emotional connections to 
institution 

H1. “They think they're helping the water, we think we’re helping the water, and 
we've got different approaches. And again, as long as their approach is the right 
one, then good for them. But if all they’re offering is to remove something and 
they've got no approach. And because they don't have operators and they don't 
employ engineers I don't really see any alternative approaches. I've seen them 
talk about, what do they call it, they still call it a PPP I think it's a public-public 
partnership. Which I don't know, I haven't seen many of those in practice, maybe 
they work maybe they don't. But what motivates me and a lot of people at this 
company is just improving the country's water and wastewater.” (Corporate) 

H2: “They style themselves almost like they are a public agency, one that protects 
taxpayer dollars. They never say we’re here to make money. They say we’re all 
about efficiency, we really just want to do what's best for people. I've been in 
meetings with American Water where they've handed out fancy brochures about 
all the money they’ve donated in all these communities where they have these 
water systems going on. If you weren't aware they make money, right [laughs], 
you could almost be confusing them for a charity. That and, Veolia’s the 
exception, but American Water and Aqua America they have these very 
intentionally patriotic names. Or it's Illinois American Water here. I mean I think 
it's very very funny. So they talk a really good game, they all talk a really good 
game about efficiency and how this is better for us all, and really ratepayers 
shouldn't be fighting them because they just want to give everyone better 
infrastructure and good quality water and safeguard our water for years to come.” 
(Activist) 
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H3: “I mean did you follow Duggan’s announcements of the GLWA?  I mean he 
attempted to co-opt it all, right?  He tried to more than the details of the plan, in 
the themes and the, ah, atmospherics of it he’s tried to talk about its against 
privatizations, its going to allow them to put people to work fixing the 
infrastructure and therefore protect the lakes, its going to keep the costs down and 
cut out waste.  It sounds very much like a corporate management version of 
everything we’ve been saying.  So that’s how they’re doing it is they’re trying to 
take it and use it to justify what they’re doing.” (Expert) 

 

Integrating Insights: 

The Actors Who Maintain and the Work They Do 
 

In this section I seek to integrate findings outlined above. Although the initial intent of 

this study was to examine the actors and maintenance work they were conducting, it became 

apparent during initial analysis that while almost all categories of work were noted across all 

participant categories, some types of actors were far more likely to conduct specific types of 

work than were others. As discussed in the Methodology, initial code co-occurrence analysis was 

run on Atlas.ti software and is provided in Figure 8. However, this is provided for interest only 

as numbers of coded text segments per actor type are not deemed a fully accurate measure of the 

strength of correlation in such qualitative data.  The analysis below relied both on this initial 

analysis as well as on a re-reading and manual re-analysis of the data as illustrated in Figure 8.  
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Figure 8: Atlas.ti Code Co-occurrence Between Actor Categories and Work Codes  
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Figure 9: Integrated Data Analysis: Actor Categories and Work Codes 

 

 

Overall, and somewhat unexpectedly, I find that those actors identified as institutional 

converts were highly active in all of the categories of work identified.  Most prominently, 

converts were heavily engaged in the work of drawing attention to the institution of public water 

delivery.  These actors often shared that they themselves had recently become interested or 

aware of water and this newfound passion seemed to be contagious, extending into efforts to 

engage community members and other groups, educate fellow citizens and their own group’s 

membership, organizing or participating in public rallies and events, and connecting with 

newfound outside actors and institutions around water.   
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Although participating so actively in these attention generating activities to engage 

interest and awareness around perceived threats to the institution these converts, generally 

relatively new to water ideas and issues, also needed to draw heavily on other categories of 

actors for resources.  This need for resources encouraged engagement of some members of both 

the warriors and practitioners in collective efforts and coalitions that were formed around 

protecting water institutions in both cities. As such, coalition formation in the attempt to engage 

broader interests is an activity that both warriors and practitioners, to a somewhat lesser degree, 

also engaged heavily in.  Warriors in various roles (activists, experts etc.) provided an array of 

resources and information on privatization, the human right to water, water pollution, and global 

conflicts around water and were often engaged in activities to educate the public, bring in outside 

speakers, share reports or research on water issues in other locations, and to draw attention and 

provide connections to outside institutional structures and actors.  These warriors were also often 

better funded as they served in longer-term water based roles.  As such they also provided some 

logistical support and organization behind the scenes to other actors.   

Practitioners often brought on-the-ground support (especially where unions became 

involved) as well as insider information as many were engaged in day-to-day activities involving 

water distribution (employees, board members, corporate employees, union members etc.).  This 

inside information was at times highly negative as those against privatization shared both 

personal experiences with quality infringements under private contractors and experiences of 

fellow employees in nearby municipalities whose jobs had been privatized. Although engaging 

in the human right to water rhetoric that emerged in the movement, these same practitioners were 

more frequently concerned about losses of jobs, at all levels.  However, these practitioners were 

also the most able to share positive stories about the quality of the local water, the extent of the 
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system, and the hard work of those who sought to maintain water quality on a daily basis.  Also, 

where practitioners were located in activist or government roles they were often not as swayed 

by passion and emotions for the shutoffs but provided practical guidance and insights to the 

maintenance efforts of warriors and converts.  

Finally, revisionist actors were likely to talk proudly about the system and its 

accomplishments through affirming work, specifically the history of clean and safe water as this 

was the aspect of the institution that they generally pushed to preserve. Related to this, these 

actors also participated in exalting activities, using the connection between water and life 

frequently while arguing that the best ways to preserve systems and safety may be to adopt 

alternate institutional structures. However, in the current study these actors displayed far fewer 

coded forms of work than other actors. This was likely in part due to two related factors. First, at 

the time of this study the shutoffs in Detroit had created a great deal of emotion and sensitivity 

around the idea of privatization in Detroit and Chicago.  Both of these cities had also had prior 

negative experiences with privatization of other assets, as discussed above, making these topics 

challenging to discuss and limiting the ability of such actors to push for some changes to 

structures.  Second, as discussed in Chapter 4, the sensitivity of the topic no doubt also drove 

such discussions and work behind closed doors.  Despite excellent access to actors and the 

research sites and promises of confidentiality it is likely that not all of these activities were 

visible to, or discussed with, the researcher.  

Considering context. As outlined above, this study was conducted both in Detroit, where 

shutoffs and access became a defining feature of water concerns and activism during the study 

period, and in Chicago, where concerns were much less acute and shutoffs were a rare 

occurrence according to participants. Despite the similarities in the cities this contrast allowed 



	   155	  

for further analysis of the data and the work of actors based on their location. All four categories 

of actors were found in both locations.  However, further analysis of the data suggests that the 

work actors were undertaking in both locations varies. For example, actors performing 

institutional maintenance work in Chicago, without the prevalence of shutoffs, still used 

emotions and connecting work frequently. However, they were far more likely to focus on the 

possibility of privatization rather than human rights issues.  Due to the highly controversial and 

publicly unpopular privatization of both the city’s parking meters and subway fare system, 

participants here recounted using these as examples of what could happen to the water system if 

Mayor Emmanuel was not watched closely. Also, while Detroiters were often proud of the 

quality of their drinking water Chicago respondents tended to be much more attached to their 

lake itself, likely due to the popularity of the city’s extensive public lakeside parks.vi  As a result, 

while emotional messages were used in both locations the work of connecting residents to water 

and the water system used different imagery and stories.   

A second key difference lay in the degree of network connections in the two 

communities. While Detroit has struggled with years of layoffs, population decline, and poverty, 

Chicago’s relatively more affluent working class population has meant continued strength of 

local unions relative to Detroit. This base meant that connections between groups were already 

quite strong and, according to participants, local union members appeared to be more easily 

mobilized on such issues, limiting the need for the same level of affirming and reinforcing work 

that occurred in Detroit.  However, partially due to their relatively stronger position, Chicago 

actors had been quite active in alerting work. Activists recounted publicly requesting that 

politicians sign a document attesting that they would not privatize water if elected, and 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
vi	  Chicago is located directly on Lake Michigan while Detroit is located on the Detroit River between Lake Huron 
and Lake Erie and has more limited public water access.	  	  
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organizing call-ins and questions on water to politicians on radio and at local event appearances.  

Even at the NGO and corporate level institutional maintenance workers were actively pressing 

water issues ranging from new sewage treatment technologies to microbead reductions in Lake 

Michigan, working on protecting and exalting water itself with seemingly significant success. 

 

Discussion 
	  

Although institutions were long thought to be sites of stability and reproduction 

(DiMaggio & Powell, 1991; Scott, 2001), emerging literature has called for more attention to the 

micro-processes of institutions (Barley, 2008) as well as a more explicit role for the actions and 

work of individual agents (Lawrence & Suddaby, 2006).  This paper set out to explore the role 

and the work of those fighting to maintain the institutionalized public municipal water services 

that have served the majority of the United States for over a century, and are now facing a 

variety of challenges and changes from infrastructure neglect to privatization. This setting 

allowed several unique processes of maintenance to be explored and two broad findings to 

emerge in answer to the research questions posed at the outset of this chapter. First, this study 

illustrates that in an institution that is widely dispersed and taken-for-granted, often to the point 

of decay and neglect, the institutional work of maintenance faces novel challenges. I argue that 

instead, maintenance must begin with reconnecting actors to the institution – encouraging 

beneficiaries and custodians to both pay attention to and commit to its existence and survival in 

order that they undertake maintenance work. As a result, actors take on institutional renewal 

work to regenerate the institution as a preliminary step to maintenance. Second, findings show 

that a wide array of actors, many of them neither central to the institution nor powerful, 

participate in institutional maintenance for different reasons and four categories of actors are 
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identified: warriors, converts, practitioners, and revisionists.  In this section I discuss both of 

these findings, their implications and contributions as well as opportunities for further research. 

Institutional Renewal Work: Attention and Commitment  

Institutional maintenance work takes many forms including “supporting, repairing or 

recreating the social mechanisms that ensure compliance” (Lawrence & Suddaby, 2006), 

however, extant research has tended to focus on “socialization, rule monitoring, and enforcement 

activities by institutional custodians” (Lok & De Rond, 2013, p. 185). Yet, in the case of 

municipal public water services these social mechanisms, beyond the purview of the Clean 

Water Act and Environmental Protection Agency and their state-level counterparts, have not 

been well-established. With clean and plentiful water historically seeming almost infinite, with 

costs low, and public services historically the only option in most cases, rule monitoring and 

enforcement were not a significant concern for almost a century. As a result the structures, 

beliefs, and norms that originally were so lauded when large municipalities were first protected 

from disease and fire by new public water systems in the 18th Century (Koeppel, 2000) have 

weakened and, in some cases, been virtually forgotten. As a result, actors participating in 

institutional maintenance activities to attempt to recreate attention and commitment for the 

institution in the face of several recent challenges, real or perceived, faced even greater obstacles 

in overcoming widespread public disinterest and ignorance.   

In the face of these potential changes and challenges I argue that it is not simply enough 

to repair and reconstruct breaches (Heaphy, 2013) or to enforce and monitor compliance to 

institutional norms and structures (Dacin, Munir, & Tracey, 2010; Zilber, 2009) when these 

structures are weakened and few insiders are highly embedded. Even adaptations, negotiations, 

and plasticity (Lok & De Rond, 2013) will face challenges when the intuition’s practices are in a 
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severely weakened state, ignored, or neglected. While Micelotta and Washington (2013) examine 

the work of repair and restoration following an institutional change and regulatory challenge they 

note that an institution suffering from “decay and neglect” (Micelotta & Washington, 2013, p. 

1160) may first require a stage of institutional “rebuilding” (Micelotta & Washington, 2013) to 

reestablish core tenets, norms, rules, roles and structures.  I sought to build on and extend this 

work as I asked how institutional workers maintain neglected institutions and what forms this 

work takes. Rather than simply ‘rebuilding’ of the structures of the institution the findings of this 

study suggest that this work is much more active and strategic, bearing much in common to the 

work of change and creation.  There are two aspects of this renewal work that are of particular 

interest and offer contributions to current theory.  

First, several of the findings here suggest that the work of maintenance, especially in 

cases of neglect, is much more active, strategic and politically attuned than previously thought. 

Prior research has highlighted an important role for political work in institutional change noting 

that it may take several forms: advocacy, which includes varying forms of ‘moral suasion’ to 

push an agenda and gain legitimacy (Elsbach & Sutton, 1992; Suchman, 1995); defining, the 

active creation and redefinition of rules or systems; and, vesting activities to change authority 

and power structures (Lawrence & Suddaby, 2006), all of which are more overt and strategic 

than the work often associated with maintenance activities. Subsequent authors have argued that 

maintenance and defense work “can be as deliberate and strategic as the efforts by proponents of 

change” (Lefsrud & Meyer, 2013, p. 1479). The current study illustrates that the work of 

maintenance, especially when structures are neglected and must be renewed, likewise draws on 

political activities and tactics. Here, what I term the work of alerting is inherently political 

including coalition-building and meetings to reestablish networks and shore up support as well as 
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numerous public displays of strength (rallies, demonstrations, media appearances) to demonstrate 

and solidify power bases. As actors seek to engender even greater attention and support for the 

institution they also use reinforcing work by reaching out to external networks, actors, and ideas 

to demonstrate support and legitimacy and broaden power bases. All of these acts involve 

networks, relationships and power plays as institutional actors ‘circle the horses’ to revive 

interest in preparation for more traditional maintenance or defense activities. 

Second, this work of renewal is novel in that it relies not simply on renewing and then 

reinforcing structures, rules and roles, but also what might be termed the ethos or the original 

guiding beliefs and foundations of the institution, as well as spiritual and cultural attachments to 

the institution. Water is often characterized by deep cultural meanings and community 

attachments (Johnston & Donahue, 1998). Water may even have spiritual and religious meanings 

in many communities including use in cleansing rituals and principles of water usage and rights 

(Hassoun, 1998; Solomon, 2010).  Here, I find that in order to stimulate attention and 

commitment actors rely heavily on water itself, the original foundation and ethos of the 

institution, rather than on the more formal but weakened structures and rules of the institution. 

As a result, the emotional (committing), and religious and spiritual (exalting) work of 

institutional maintenance becomes important as actors seek to connect stakeholders with the 

institution and to create, or recreate, awareness for its original tenets and purpose. But other 

modes of renewal work are also highly practical, initiating respect through attention to the good 

work and value of the institution (affirming) and the reality of what has happened to other 

communities or community members when the institution is not maintained (reifying).  

These findings also suggest that those performing institutional maintenance work may be 

motivated by, and striving to protect, different aspects of the institution. While some institutional 
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workers identified here saw water and its protection as central, others are drawn to the social 

justice aspects of safe and accessible water, while still other workers benefit directly from the 

formal structures and financial aspects of the institution. Prior work in the French tradition of 

institutional analysis differentiates two dimensions of an institution: the temporarily fixed 

instituted result from the instituting process.  This works suggests an inherent duality in 

institutions that may take a variety of forms over time (Lapassade & Lourau, 1974). As such, the 

instituting process will continue in a dynamic fashion over the lifetime of the institution with the 

manifestation of the institution being continually challenged and changed (Lapassade & Lourau, 

1974). Future research might further draw out these dynamics and dualities in institutional 

maintenance work examining how institutional workers working on different aspects of the 

institution interrelate, coordinate, or even clash in their efforts. As well, how change and 

maintenance workers may work in tandem for long-term survival of institutional structures, or 

even combine such efforts in long-term institutionalization processes will provide fruitful results. 

Of course, the current study may represent somewhat of an extreme case in that water 

may be unusually amenable to the type of passion and maintenance efforts identified in this 

research due to its cultural, emotional, spiritual, and religious attachments. Therefore, future 

research might also explore whether these types of passions, variance in actors or ‘maintainers’, 

and forms of institutional maintenance and renewal work exist in other institutions. Anecdotal 

evidence suggests that while water may engender powerful emotions these are a difference of 

degree, not of kind. The dedication exhibited by defenders of institutionalized public health care 

systems, public education, or even of constitutions of nations (e.g., gun rights in the U.S.) 

demonstrates similar passions for maintaining and defending institutions in the face of perceived 

threats that go well beyond self-interest and instrumental benefits.   
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From Warriors to Revisionists: Actors and Their Work 

A small but emerging body of work has begun to consider the role of actors and their 

motivations in institutional maintenance work. In a recent overview of the state of institutional 

work research and theory development, Lawrence et al. (2013) address the question of who the 

actors are who undertake institutional work.  The authors note that the majority of research to 

date has focused on the role of professionals (Lefsrud & Meyer, 2013; Heaphy, 2013) and elites 

(Riaz, Buchanan, & Bapuji, 2011). Insight as to the “messy day-to-day practices” of this work 

(Lawrence, Leca, & Zilber, 2013) and to the role of non-elite actors, collectives, and actors 

outside of the traditional institutional structures in the activities of maintenance has been limited.  

In contrast to this existing work, this paper offers insight to the role in maintenance played by a 

wide array of actors including both those in traditional professional and elite roles and those in 

less explored expert, government, corporate and grassroots activist and community roles, 

including many in low-power roles. In doing so I contribute to existing literature by identifying 

four main categories of participants in maintenance work: warriors with a deep and often long-

term passion for the ethos and objectives of the institution; converts newly engaged in the 

institution and its importance; practitioners with instrumental objectives; and, revisionist aiming 

to protect some aspects while more open to, or pushing for, change in others. These findings 

offer further insight to our understanding of the actors who perform institutional maintenance 

work and why they do so, I focus on two key contributions below.   

First, as mentioned above, this study finds that actors become attached to and are 

motivated to work to maintain different aspects of an institution.  Lawrence et al. (2013) call for 

research that better examines the roles and experiences of a variety of individuals “in vivo and in 

situ,” focusing particularly on the morality and reflective purposefulness that drive such work (p. 
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1029).  Emerging studies (Heaphy, 2013; Marti & Mair, 2009) have suggested that more 

complex and even more morally motivated actions may occur in maintenance work. The findings 

here illustrate that such moral purpose – ranging from protecting water to environmental justice, 

clean water, social justice, racial and economic equality, and more – does indeed motivate a 

significant number of the actions of maintenance workers.  However, and following on the 

discussion above, actors’ motivations vary.  While some actors are deeply committed to the spirit 

or ethos of the institution, the underlying objectives of the original creators and the 

‘understandings’ of the field (Hardy & McGuire, 2010), in this case, the objective of serving and 

preserving clean water, not all actors have such moral or ethical motivations for their work. 

Others are more deeply connected to the structures of the institution and water service, including 

its ‘rules’ and ‘positions’ (Hardy & McGuire, 2010) and exhibit the more self-interested and 

instrumental motivations that the majority of prior research suggests.  However, as this study 

illustrates, actors acting solely for such reasons, without external motivations ranging from 

passion for water, to union activism, to the environment, control of resources, equality, and 

social justice, at least in the current case, were limited. While the two, by nature, overlap, the 

findings here suggest that they engender different needs for maintenance, different maintenance 

work and activities, and may attract different actors to carry out those needed tasks.  

Second, these findings also contribute to our understanding of maintenance work by 

offering insight to how actors perform this work and whether it coincides with formal work roles. 

While actor categories correlated to some degree with career or formal roles mentioned above 

and in prior work (professions etc.), this was by no means absolute. For example, many water 

activists had a long career in their roles and a deep and early passion for water as they acted as 

institutional warriors.  Yet, more unexpectedly, other participants with this same passion had 
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chosen varying careers including regulatory, policy, water department operations, and corporate 

work. To the converse, some actors interviewed here working as activists were classified as 

institutional practitioners, working for the cause but not echoing the passion for water itself that 

characterized institutional warriors and even institutional converts.  These findings echo in part 

research on meaning of work and the job-career-calling distinction that points to employees who 

find deep connections or “callings" for their work and its social utility versus others for whom 

“career” advancement is sufficient reward, and the ability to craft or change roles to enhance 

their meaning (Wrzesniewski & Dutton, 2001). The current study illustrates that the work of 

maintenance may have deep personal meanings and varying rewards for those who undertake it, 

and that maintenance workers may actively work to shape and change these roles.  Research on 

meaningful work, however, offers some insight to the potential ‘double-edged’ sword of such 

deep attachments to work suggesting that workers who have found callings may make significant 

sacrifices and have higher expectations of their work (Bunderson & Thompson, 2009). Future 

research could find interesting insights at these intersections between crafting, meaning, and 

institutional work exploring how actors change their institutional maintenance roles over time 

and the impact of meaningful connections to an institution on maintenance work and the actors 

who perform it.  

Following on the above, although actor categories are identified here as distinct, these 

don’t fully capture the complex social processes at play. As conflict intensified in Detroit during 

data collection and the institution of public water gained increased local recognition, several 

actors whose motivations for maintenance may have been more instrumental at the outset 

(practitioners) became more passionate about the institution and their own role in protecting 

water and the public services of the institution.  In addition, and in contrast to other studies, this 
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study shows that while actors who hold a formal role or employment in the institution (Dacin, 

Munir, & Tracey, 2010; Heaphy, 2013; Lok & De Rond, 2013) take on important maintenance 

work the majority of actors who became active did not possess formal roles.  Instead, many of 

the actors working to protect water and the institutional structures were located outside of the 

institution or at its peripheries, and were not the central and embedded actors whom might be 

expect to take on such roles. Further research might explore the processes by which actors take 

on institutional work and move between categories as they become more passionate about the 

institution and its renewal and maintenance. 

In addition to the potential ideas outlined above for future research the results of the 

integration also reveal some interesting potential to further explore the role of context in 

institutional work. First, sharp national variations in cultural, regulatory, and policy 

environments and institutions with regards to water usage and ownership made geographic 

bounding particularly necessary in conducting this research. However, as Scott (1994) points out, 

fields cross cultural, political and social boundaries. Future research that connects local water 

issues more thoroughly to global actors and dynamics is needed, as was begun in Chapter 3.  

Future research might also consider how the role of global pressures to privatize and 

commoditize water distribution also reflect a pattern of market pressures and corporatization, as 

outlined in Chapter 2 that has been identified previously in field literature, yet remains 

understudied (Barley S. R., 2010; Davis, 2009). Of course, the actions and actors working to 

maintain the field interact with and are impacted by the actions of these private actors, 

governments, and others pushing for change. For instance, several participants in this study 

pointed to a narrative that public water institutions were “inefficient” that they found challenging 
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to counteract. Research could examine these forces and how they impact field maintenance 

actors, activities, and work.  

Conclusion  

Businesses and industry associations around the globe are recognizing the fundamental 

challenges that growing water shortages present for operations (2030 Water Resource Group, 

2009; CDP and Deloitte, 2011; KPMG, 2012).  Yet, despite this growing attention, management 

scholarship has lagged behind in studying water demands and the business implications of water 

scarcity, as well as the stakeholder and institutional forces which businesses face around water 

(Kurland & Zell, 2010).  This has led to calls for further research that recognizes the centrality of 

water for business in a ‘water-constrained’ reality (Kurland & Zell, 2010). The current paper has 

sought to contribute to the theoretical understanding of institutional maintenance and 

institutional work, but also to the practical understanding of pressures on and conflicts around 

mature resource fields.  Understanding why people care about water, and what drives them to 

take action on water, is vital in a world where taking our water for granted is no longer feasible.   
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CHAPTER FOUR 

Inside the Smoke-Filled Room: 
 

A Corporate Political Strategy Perspective on Field Change 
 

 
 

Introduction 
 

“Water is way more political, and I can say that with absolute certainty.  
Everything we think about is political. It’s such a political game, its like chess.” 

- Water corporation executive, (2014)vii 
 

 
One of the most important impacts of the differing approaches to theories of the field has 

been varying conceptualizations and interpretations of why and how fields change. Within the 

institutional theory view of the field, stability, structure, and isomorphism were historically 

emphasized at the expense of understanding processes and mechanisms of change (Greenwood 

& Suddaby, 2006; Hensmans, 2003).  However, more recent theoretical developments have 

begun to examine how fields emerge, survive, and change, acknowledging that field change is 

frequent (Ansari, Wijen, & Gray, 2013; Fligstein & McAdam, 2012; Hoffman, 1999) and may 

alter the “positions, understandings, and rules” of the field (Hardy & McGuire, 2010, p. 1366). 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
vii	  From the author’s interview data for the empirical chapters of this dissertation.	  
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Early research on field change began with a primary focus on the role of a variety of exogenous 

shocks, jolts, and external actors in change (Hoffman, 1999; Meyer, Gaba, & Colwell, 2005).  

This was followed by a rich body of research on the important role that endogenous but less 

embedded marginal and peripheral field actors play in field change (Leblebici, Salancik, Copay, 

& King, 1991; Seo & Creed, 2002).  

While both the impact of external events and actors on the margins of the field have 

continued to have an important role to play in understandings of field change, only more recently 

have studies begun to find that central and embedded field actors may also initiate field-level 

change (Beckert, 2010; Greenwood & Suddaby, 2006; Sauder, 2008). This body of work draws 

on earlier research identifying actors at the ‘centre’ and the ‘periphery’ of the field denoting 

relative locations with respect to the institutions, values, understandings, and rules of the field 

(Shils, 1961) and their relative ‘horizontal’ positions (Wright & Zammuto, 2013). These central 

and often elite field actors were long considered to be too embedded in the structures and 

institutions of the field, structures which they had often benefitted from and even designed, to be 

motivated to seek change.  However, beginning with Greenwood et al.’s (2002) research on the 

accounting profession several studies have found a role for these ‘purposeful and central’ or 

‘elite’ field actors in driving change.  These actors’ efforts were particularly noteworthy in that 

they were not simply reactionary but were strategic and purposeful actions, or “motivated, 

endogenous change” (Greenwood and Suddaby, 2006, p. 44).   

Concomitant with the evolution in theories of field change, has been a growing interest in 

the mechanisms and processes of transformation. These have included rich contributions on an 

array of mechanisms including framing, bricolage, translation, and theorization, among others 

(Ansari, Wijen, & Gray, 2013; Davis & Marquis, 2005; Hardy & McGuire, 2010; Purdy & Gray, 
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2009). However, mirroring a well-noted broader neglect of power and politics in institutional 

theory (Courpasson, Arellano-Gault, Brown, & Lounsbury, 2008; Clegg, 2010; Greenwood, 

Oliver, Sahlin, & Suddaby, 2008; Lawrence, 2008) these mechanisms may not yet offer a 

complete picture.  For example, McAdam et al. (2001) and Campbell (2005) identify a role for 

‘environmental’ and ‘relational’ mechanisms; mechanisms that place more emphasis on the role 

of networks and politics yet have received more limited attention in field studies.  

Yet, even as theories of field change have begun to better explain the impact of 

endogenous field actors on change, and the mechanisms of change, the understanding of how 

organizations themselves shape their environments as strategic and purposeful field change 

agents remains limited. As Barley (2010) and others have argued, extant theory generally tends 

to neglect the impact of the organization, specifically the corporation, on the external 

environment and on field change. Theory development in this area is especially timely in light of 

what has been seen as a growing ability of corporations to “mobilize and articulate their 

interests” (Greenwood, 2008, p. 152) and to exercise potentially “inordinate political power” 

(Barley, 2007, p. 201) in their fields. This relative theoretical neglect occurs despite the fact that 

such influence activities, ranging from advertising to public relations and lobbying, are 

commonplace themes in public and media discourse (Barley, 2010).  

A rich and seminal history of economics literature has examined the important impacts of 

regulatory capture (Coase, 1959) on shaping fields such as broadcasting. For example, the ability 

of lobbying efforts to remove the Glass-Steagall Act in the U.S. allowing insurance companies, 

banks, and investment firms to consolidate, or to shape the electric utility industry through 

“political and organizational clout” and “political manipulation” have been well documented 

(Yakubovich, Granovetter, & McGuire, 2005, p. 579).  Even in recent news chemical giant 
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Monsanto and other biotech companies have been a frequent subject of media reports finding 

that they have participated in behind the scenes federal lobbying to restrict GMO labeling to the 

tune of over $63 million in 2014 alone (Foley, 2015).  Even global water companies, an 

executive at one of which provided the telling quote at the outset of this introduction when asked 

how water compared to other utilities, have frequently been accused of capturing governance 

bodies such as the E.U. or U.N. in order to push for privatization solutions to water issues – most 

recently during the Greek financial crisis (Leontopoulos, 2015). While always a feature of 

political landscapes, these efforts are not in decline. Current research suggests that more complex 

political environments are leading to even greater firm efforts to influence their environments as 

firms take a more strategic approach to institutional and environmental pressures (Hillman, 

Keim, & Schuler, 2004; Keim & Zeithmal, 1986; Oliver & Holzinger, 2008; Walker, 2012).   

In light of these apparent limitations in current field theory as well as the emerging 

insights from my own research described in Chapter 2 and 3, I ask in this paper: What would 

taking corporations and political actions more seriously add to our understanding of field 

change and mechanisms of field change?  In order to offer conceptual insight into these 

questions I suggest that institutional theorists may not have a great ways to travel. Various 

streams of research in organizations draw explicitly on political actions and power, most 

specifically management studies on corporate political action (CPA) and managerial economics 

literature on nonmarket strategy. Alternately termed corporate political strategy, this relatively 

small but active body of research provides a more thorough analysis of the influence firms may 

have over government and institutional bodies to either bring about change, or to maintain 

beneficial field positions (Hillman, Keim, & Schuler, 2004, p. 837).  
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In this paper I draw on these streams of research to offer a conceptual model for 

integrating this related but distinct theory of corporations and political mechanisms into our 

understanding of field change. I do not seek to dispute current and well-founded theory on the 

importance of exogenous actors and events or endogenous yet peripheral field actors in change. 

Instead, I seek to extend emerging research on the role of central and purposeful actors in field 

change and to better develop theory on why, when, and how these apparently heavily embedded 

field actors may choose to partake in change efforts contrary to the predictions of much extant 

field theory.  I argue that in certain circumstances central field actors, often central corporate 

actors on whom I focus these theory building efforts, are likely to have both the incentives and 

capacity to act to change the field.  Second, I argue that central corporate actors, when they act, 

may tend to favour distinct mechanisms of change, often preferring networks and back channels 

that may be less apparent to both the theorist’s and the public’s eye. Or, in political jargon, 

change may occur in the symbolic back rooms and discreet political channels that are 

colloquially referred to in political circles as ‘the smoke-filled room’.   

The insights and propositions that emerge from this integration across literatures in the 

following pages are purely conceptual, I draw them from integration across three theories that 

rarely speak to one another yet ask similar questions and address similar topics.  However, I note 

that the questions I pose were by no means theoretical at the outset.  Instead these questions 

emerged from real events and stories as I collected my archival data, read about water issues, 

spoke to interview participants, and wondered how the historically stable field of public 

municipal water services had begun to transform and become increasingly contested.  Again and 

again I heard interesting stories of the role of corporate actors in changing the understandings, 

positions and rules of the field over time through participation in events, conferences, white 
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papers, networks, and political ties.  However, while reliable data were limited, these stories led 

me to return to extant theory to examine what we understood about these actors and their means 

of field influence.  Yet, like Barley and Greenwood before me, I found little to answer these 

questions and to explain these actions in the fields literature – and therefore turned elsewhere.  

This conceptual piece is my effort to understand how, when, and why powerful central field 

actors, in this case corporations, make field change.   

In doing so I seek to offer several contributions to theories of field change and 

mechanisms of change. First, I extend emerging theory on the role of central and embedded field 

actors in field change by incorporating related theories of corporate political action and 

nonmarket strategy. By doing so I extend emerging insights on the role of central and 

endogenous field actors in change efforts and offer insight to the limited extant theory on when 

they will remain embedded and when they may choose to participate in strategic activities.  

Second, I seek to contribute to emerging research that seeks to answer calls for greater 

incorporation of the often less visible “considerations of agency, power and interests into 

analyses of institutional fields” (Hardy & Maguire, 2008) by examining the actions of 

organizations in field change and developing theory on the political mechanisms of field change. 

Third, I recognize calls for attention to the role of corporate and central field actors (Barley, 

2010) and argue that without better consideration of the actions of increasingly powerful 

corporate actors, and understanding of these actions, our theories of field change will be 

handicapped.  

This paper begins with a brief overview of literature on field change and the agents of 

such change, and makes a case for drawing more heavily on literature in corporate political 

strategy. I then go on to develop a framework for incorporating corporate political action into 
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field change. For clarity this framework is presented in two parts. First, I consider how these 

literatures may help us to understand when central corporate actors are most likely to seek to take 

strategic actions in a field by developing propositions on both Incentives and Capacity for action. 

Second, I turn to the mechanisms of change, briefly reviewing extant research before introducing 

concepts from nonmarket and CPA literatures to develop additional propositions. In closing I 

point to areas where our understanding of field change, even drawing upon these diverse 

literatures, remains limited and where future research is both necessary and timely.   

 

Field Change: 

From External Jolts to Strategic Actors 
 

With stability, structure, and isomorphic processes long seen as the primary drivers of 

fields in institutional theory (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Scott, 1995), the importance of field 

change and understanding its antecedents and consequences was generally neglected in early 

work (Greenwood & Suddaby, 2006; Hensmans, 2003).  However, theory and empirical studies 

have begun to develop a rich and growing body of research on how fields emerge, survive, and 

are transformed.  This work has acknowledged that field change is frequent and may impact one 

or all of the key components of the field, or the “positions, understandings, and rules” (Hardy & 

McGuire, 2010, p. 1366).  In this view, positions point to relationships (Wooten & Hoffman, 

2008) and structures of domination (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992; Swartz, 1997); understandings 

suggest the shared norms and cultural meanings of the field (Scott, 2001; Zilber, 2008); and, 

rules represent the formal structures and regulations of the field (Maguire & Hardy, 2009; Scott, 

2001). Research to date has analyzed the roles played by a wide array of factors in driving field 
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change including both exogenous and endogenous actors and events and both unorganized and 

strategic actions.   

Exogenous factors, such as major field shocks or jolts to the field’s environment, have 

traditionally been seen as the main driver of the creation of new fields (Fligstein, 2001) as well 

as primary drivers of change in existing fields as organizations adapt to their external 

environments (Greenwood & Suddaby, 2006). Such external factors may include “radical 

technological innovation, social and political turmoil, major changes in government regulation, 

and economic crashes” (Haveman, Russo, & Meyer, 2001, p. 253), spillover effects from 

external fields or groups (Fligstein, 2001) or, simply, “other fields” (Davis, 2005, p. 487). Field 

change is often also the result of the actions of external or peripheral actors such as social 

movements and NGOs. Studies of movement pressures on corporate environmental practices 

(Hoffman, 1999; Lounsbury, Geraci, & Waismal-Manor, 2002) and employment practices 

(Dobbin, 2009) are among the many that illustrate the ability of movements to challenge the 

dominant institutions of a field (Hargrave & Van De Ven, 2006; Rao, Morrill, & Zald, 2000). 

Social movements have been shown to create and change fields through framing activities and 

shaping public opinion, resource mobilization, hegemonic struggles, and taking advantage of 

political opportunities (van Bommel & Spicer, 2011). Van Wijk et al. (2013) identify three 

prominent pathways for social movement driven field change in the extant literature: a 

conflictual approach, challenging field institutions through government or stakeholder pressure 

on elites and leading to field level ‘war’ (Hoffman, 1999; White, 1992); creating market demand 

for new products and driving both normative and regulatory change (Sine & Lee, 2009; Weber, 

Heinze, & DeSoucey, 2008); and, working collaboratively to drive change from within 

(Lounsbury, Ventresca, & Hirsch, 2003; O'Mahoney & Bechky, 2008).  
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In contrast to the above, the understanding of the role of endogenous actors, particularly 

of central actors, in field change has been far more limited (Beckert, 2010; Greenwood & 

Suddaby, 2006). As Scott (2001) and others have noted, change in highly institutionalized 

systems confronts what has been termed the ‘paradox of embedded agency’ across various social 

sciences. Early literature on endogenous field change often posited that internal pressures for 

change would stem from the peripheries of the field, where marginal actors were less embedded, 

where contradictions and new ideas were more likely to gain traction (Greenwood & Suddaby, 

2006), or where actors might be exposed to a variety of field level “contradictions” which 

offered opportunities to alter existing field structures (Seo & Creed, 2002).  These ideas are 

clearly echoed in early studies of endogenous field change.  A foundational study of change in 

the radio broadcasting industry suggests that change and new ideas are likely to emerge from 

parties from the “fringes” and from “newer and/or less powerful participants” (Leblebici, 

Salancik, Copay, & King, 1991). The authors see the penalties and costs of experimentation or 

sanctions to be less salient for these actors, and the rewards of changes to institutional practices 

much higher.  Hoffman (1999) also finds increasing field pressure for sustainability in the 

chemical industry emanating from actors on the margins of the field including insurance firms 

and regulators and the social movement actors who have begun to integrate themselves as 

members of the field.   

Subsequent field studies continue to return to the role of peripheral, often micro-level, 

and frequently less strategic agents of change.  In a case study of the introduction of text 

messaging to the United Kingdom, Ansari and Phillips (2011) highlight the role of noncore 

actors in bringing about field change.  Arguing that change agents may be unstructured and 

unstrategic the authors develop Dorado’s (2005) theory of ‘partaking’ to illustrate the role of 
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consumers in producing micro-level innovations and making bottom up field change through 

dispersed and uncoordinated actions.  Similarly, change has been found to emanate from the 

micro-level through the often ‘mundane’ activities of the everyday work of individuals and their 

practice-level changes, improvisations, and innovations (Smets, Morris, & Greenwood, 2012).  

This research on external or endogenous yet peripheral field actors continues to provide a 

powerful understanding of several key means of field change.  However, subsequent research, 

while still nascent, is increasingly recognizing a role for more central, and often more strategic, 

field actors.  

Strategic Actions and Central Actors 

The early focus on the role of marginal and often unstrategic actors in transforming the 

field from within soon came under scrutiny as a series of papers began to examine the more 

strategic and intentional actions of field members. DiMaggio (1988) proposed his theory of 

institutional entrepreneurship as Oliver (1991) detailed numerous strategic and deliberate 

organizational responses to change. With these novel approaches came an emerging interest in 

the role of more purposeful, agentic, and strategic actors in changing field dynamics. Studying 

the accounting profession Greenwood et al. (2002) found a role for these purposeful and central 

field actors in driving change, for the first time emphasizing the role of such actors in 

transforming a highly institutionalized and mature field environment. This emerging line of 

research began to suggest an important role for strategic and “motivated, endogenous change” 

(Greenwood and Suddaby, 2006, p. 44).  It seemed that far from being embedded in 

institutionalized structures, as prior research suggested, the role of central actors might in fact be 

of particular importance in transforming mature fields, with only emerging fields likely to be 

most vulnerable to change pressures from their peripheral actors (Mazza & Pedersen, 2004). In a 
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further study of the accounting profession Greenwood and Suddaby (2006) make similar 

findings, suggesting that core field actors may in fact enjoy resources and connections that 

enable them to span boundaries and gain exposure to alternative field logics. This line of 

research has begun to illustrate more vividly DiMaggio’s (1991) claim that “institutionalization 

bears, if not the seeds of its own destruction, at least openings for substantial change” (p. 287). 

Emerging empirical research also confirmed that the very actor networks that offer field stability, 

and the power positions within those networks, might be used to influence the institutionalized 

rules of the field and its dominant cognitive frames (Beckert, 2010) while the interconnections 

and structures of domination that characterize the field may in effect facilitate strategic and 

purposeful change (Sauder, 2008).  

Although growing, this body of research still has several gaps. For example, Barley 

(2010), in a study of corporate control over the U.S. government, argues that the organization or 

corporation as an agent of endogenous field change has received limited empirical attention. 

Others similarly note that while organization theory has a substantial tradition of attention to the 

impact of the organization’s environmental and institutional context, the study of how 

organizations seek to gain control over that context, and to shape institutional and field-level 

change as endogenous field actors, has been largely neglected (Barley, 2007; Barley, 2010; 

Greenwood, 2008; Marti, Etzion, & Leca, 2008; Stern & Barley, 1996; Zald & Lounsbury, 

2010). Numerous authors have echoed this call for research on how organizations and 

corporations shape their institutional and field context “knowingly and self-servingly” 

(Greenwood, 2008, p. 154).  Zald and Lounsbury (2010) suggest the need for a “more politically 

attuned and policy-relevant comparative institutional agenda” (p. 984) that takes the power of 

corporate and political elites over society and the economy into account. Hinings and Greenwood 
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(2002) suggest a straightforward question yet to be answered by organization theory, simply 

“What are the consequences of the existence of organizations?” (p. 411), and likewise call for a 

greater role for organization theory in public policy and dialogue. Further research in this area 

may be especially prescient given that Greenwood (2008) argues that recent decades have seen 

an important development in organizations, specifically the ability of corporations to “mobilize 

and articulate their interests…more effectively than citizens” (p. 152).  Others warn that 

“organizations, in general, and corporations, in particular, now wield inordinate political power” 

(Barley, 2007, p. 201) and are effectively blocking public access to the channels of power 

through “an asteroid belt of organizations” (Barley, 2006).   

Seeking to extend this line of inquiry into the role of embedded and central actors in field 

change, in this case corporate actors specifically, leads to the first research question that drives 

this research and the first aspect of the conceptual framework: When are central field actors, 

specifically corporate actors, likely to undertake strategic field change activities?   

Mechanisms of Field Change 

During processes of field evolution powerful or central field actors may be required to 

change their logics and practices (Purdy & Gray, 2009) as they “shift from one archetype to 

another” (Hinings, Greenwood, Reay, & Suddaby, 2004, p. 316). Yet, the understanding of the 

dynamics and mechanisms of field change and emergence has traditionally been limited (Wooten 

& Hoffman, 2008) leading to calls for more study of the ‘cogs and wheels’ (Davis & Marquis, 

2005) of field change, or how change is brought about as the “rules of play are revealed and 

contested” (Davis & Marquis, 2005, p. 341).  These calls have been taken to heart such that the 

processes and mechanisms of field-level change are becoming a “central theme” in current 

institutional scholarship (Smets, Morris, & Greenwood, 2012). In this section I summarize extant 
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research on these mechanisms and processes.  I argue that attention to date has primarily focused 

on what have been termed ‘cognitive mechanisms’ of change and that this body of research lacks 

a thorough understanding of the role of other forms of power, specifically politics, in field 

mechanisms.  

In a foundational typology of change mechanisms McAdam et al. (2001, pp. 25-26) point 

to three broad forms. First, the ability to alter perceptions of the individual or groups are referred 

to as cognitive mechanisms. Second, changes to relationships between people and groups are 

seen as relational mechanisms. Finally, external influence, structures, and events constitute 

environmental mechanisms. Although originally designed to better understand the political 

processes of social movement actors, Davis and Marquis (2005) note that these mechanisms are 

also applicable to the study of broad social and economic change and to understanding field 

evolution. Campbell (2005) identifies several cognitive mechanisms that appear repeatedly 

across organization studies including framing, diffusion, translation, and bricolage. These 

cognitive mechanisms have also been echoed by other authors in calls for increased mechanism-

based theorizing in organization studies (Davis and Marquis, 2005).  Emerging research has 

placed a significant emphasis on these mechanisms and how actors shape the meanings and 

understandings of the field. Further research has extended these foundations adding mechanisms 

including theorization (Greenwood, Suddaby, & Hinings, 2002), editing (Meyer & Höllerer, 

2010), interpretation (Hardy & McGuire, 2010) and grafting and bridging (Purdy & Gray, 2009) 

to better explain the processes by which perceptions are changed and legitimacy gained, 

meanings redefined, and field understandings shaped.  While much of the recent research on 

mechanisms has focused on these more cognitive processes, the role of relationships, networks 

and positions has tended to be less richly studied.   
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This is not to say that these more ‘political’ relational and environmental mechanisms are 

entirely absent from studies of field change. In fact, recent research has begun to expand on the 

role of relationships, collaborative processes, and networks as mechanisms of change in fields, 

frequently underlying or supporting cognitive mechanisms and the ability to enable voice in the 

field. This emerging research harkens back to Bourdieu’s (1992) earlier emphasis on 

relationships and field positions in understanding field power and change and to Campbell’s 

(2005) ideas about network cultivation by which actors transform their networks to secure 

resources, access markets, or change government policy. For example, Van Wijk et al. (2013) 

illustrate the role of clique and relationship formation across the Dutch tourism industry as it 

underwent incremental change.  Others similarly find that that powerful field actors use the 

networks and structures of the field to resonate and diffuse new ideas (Ansari, Wijen, & Gray, 

2013; Barley, 2010) and that field actors actively shape and restructure their networks and 

relationships to maintain or attain power through normative network reorientation (Smets, 

Morris, & Greenwood, 2012). The role of the field environment or structures, and environmental 

mechanisms that impact them, have also been less emphasized in field change processes but are 

beginning to reemerge.  Recent fields research argues that the nature of field positions and 

structures may dictate who can control field discourse and cognitive processes (Hardy & 

McGuire, 2010; Purdy & Gray, 2009) and that field change may be shaped by behind the scenes 

political maneuvering  (Smets, Morris, & Greenwood, 2012).  

This nascent yet promising research on the role of relational and political focused 

mechanisms of change in field theory, mechanisms that draw more explicitly on field structures, 

politics and power, suggest that these should be more deeply integrated with our understanding 

of how and when the more recognized, and frequently cognitive, mechanisms of the field 
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function.  Given the relative neglect of relational and environmental mechanisms in current 

studies of field change, and how agentic, endogenous and purposeful actors may exercise these 

to effect transformation, in the second question that prompted this paper I look to the means by 

which central corporate actors are most likely to undertake such activities asking: What 

mechanisms are central corporate actors most likely to use when undertaking strategic field 

change? 

Considering Central and Corporate Actors: 

A Framework for Field Change 
 

Corporate Political Action and Nonmarket Strategy 

The fact that the role of organizations, specifically firms and corporate actors, in strategic 

and deliberate field change efforts has been largely neglected suggests a need for further studies 

connecting social movements, power, politics, and institutions to better understand social and 

field-level change (Lounsbury, Ventresca, & Hirsch, 2003). Towards that end, I now turn to 

related yet traditionally distinct literatures on nonmarket strategy and corporate political action, 

both of which draw on insights from political science and economics to offer a more replete view 

of firms’ political and change activities. I begin with an introduction to this literature before 

incorporating it more deeply as I develop several propositions on field change.   

Nonmarket strategy literature, with its roots in economics, sees markets as being 

structured by a series of formal and informal institutions, including regulations and norms. In a 

review of this literature, Baron and Diermier (2007) note that although these “rules of the game” 

may influence some participants over others, they are neither exogenous nor fixed. Both 

structural change and interpretations may be influenced by businesses and can impact a firm’s 

individual competitive advantage as well as industry-wide profitability more broadly. In this 



	   181	  

manner firm strategic actions can be directed at influencing the combined consensus of 

government bodies, judiciaries, non-governmental organizations, the media, public opinion, and 

ethics that determine the set of rules that govern and control market activities. As such, 

nonmarket strategy is defined as the “analysis and development of successful strategies to shape 

the rules of the game to an organization’s advantage” (Baron & Diermeier, 2007, p. 540).  

Drawing primarily from economics and economic regulation, research on nonmarket 

strategy has grown to consider the influence of both public politics and private politics. With 

public politics actors influence governments, regulatory institutions, policy, and public officials. 

The growing interest in private politics considers influence activities aimed directly at the firm 

by activists or occurring between activists and firms, activities that are more often played out in 

the arenas of the media and public opinion (Baron, 2010; Baron & Diermeier, 2007). The growth 

of social media as a communication medium allowing firms, NGOs, and the public to convey 

and contest information more directly is only likely to enhance the importance of such private 

strategies that do not rely on governmental institutions to change or influence market rules (Lyon 

& Montgomery, 2013).  

Corporate political action is a form of nonmarket strategy by which an organizational 

actor may work to shape or influence the social and political conditions of its environment 

(Bonardi, Holburn, & Vanden Bergh, 2006).  Defined as “corporate attempts to shape 

government policy in ways favorable to the firm” (Hillman, Keim, & Schuler, 2004, p. 837), the 

corporate political action (CPA) literature examines the firm level policies, processes and 

practices by which firms seek to exercise influence (den Hond, Rehbein, de Bakker, & Lankveld, 

2014).  These range from providing information and financial contributions to policymakers to 

building networks, relationships and constituencies (Hillman & Hitt, 1999). Although research 
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on the impacts and outcomes of CPA remains limited and challenging to measure, findings 

suggest that CPA participation may provide multiple benefits for active firms including gaining 

competitive advantage and enhanced returns, increasing efficiency, building legitimacy, and 

improving relationships with other fields actors (Oliver & Holzinger, 2008). However, 

organizations may also experience negative repercussions to reputation and public image (den 

Hond, Rehbein, de Bakker, & Lankveld, 2014). Coen (2007) notes that while on one hand 

corporate actors may have a “legitimate and important role to play in the public policy process” 

this role is “not always a welcome reality in Western politics” (p. 334), leading to public 

dissatisfaction with what the majority in some nations view as excessive corporate influence and 

the perception that government officials may be essentially ‘bribed’ and the political process 

corrupted through corporate power (den Hond, Rehbein, de Bakker, & Lankveld, 2014). This 

public reaction is likely exacerbated by the fact that these activities appear to be on the rise in 

many nations (Hillman, Keim, & Schuler, 2004; Lawton, McGuire, & Rajwani, 2013) and that 

corporate political actions and processes are often opaque, lacking transparency to both the 

public and their own boards and shareholders (MacGillivray, Raynard, & Zadek, 2005). In sum, 

this research suggests that CPA may have positive outcomes for the firm but “in many instances, 

may also serve to tarnish the reputation of a firm” (den Hond, Rehbein, de Bakker, & Lankveld, 

2014).  

In order to develop theoretical propositions on field change and the mechanisms of field 

change that better account for corporate actors and the often related, less visible, and more 

political mechanisms of field change, I draw on the corporate political action and nonmarket 

strategy literatures in the framework below. As fields research offers a limited understanding of 

when and how central actors are likely to become involved in field change I argue that that 
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greater attention to the findings and insights of the CPA literature may address some of these 

gaps in fields research as theory on the role of central and strategic actors in change expands to 

better encompass organizational and corporate actors.  

In Part I of the below framework I draw on an array of literature to suggest that 

organizational actors, and corporate actors specifically, require both the capacity (ability) and 

incentives (willingness) to act and examine the factors and characteristics that are likely to 

encourage action. In Part II of this framework I go on to posit that greater insight into the role of 

power and politics in the mechanisms of field change may also be gleaned from these related but 

distinct areas of research. I argue that attention to non-corporate actors, often with less field 

power, has led to an emphasis on the normative and cognitive mechanisms of field change at the 

expense of processes and mechanisms that acknowledge and consider political power.  

Part I. Strategic Actions and Central Actors 

This framework begins with a discussion of the types of field actors who are most likely 

to have the ability or capacity to effect change, then goes on to discuss which of these actors 

might also have incentives or willingness to take action.  The CPA and nonmarket strategy 

literatures offer numerous firm-level antecedents of participation in strategic political influence 

activities (for a review see Hillman et al. 2004), these have also been well explored in 

organizations theories of resource-dependence. Instead, the discussion below focuses on those 

aspects of CPA literature which may illuminate contradictions or gaps in our understanding of 

field change specifically.  

Capacity for strategic field action.  Although many actors in a field may be interested in 

effecting change, not all have the capacity, resources, or ability to do so. Emerging research 

across various streams has begun to identify conditions under which field actors may become 
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involved in change efforts. For example, studies in institutional entrepreneurship have illustrated 

that organizational and individual actors may act as agents to change the dominant institutions of 

a field (Battilana, Leca, & Boxenbaum, 2009; DiMaggio, 1991).  This literature has argued that 

both individual (Battilana, Leca, & Boxenbaum, 2009) and organizational status and social 

position (Dorado, 2005; Maguire, Hardy, & Lawrence, 2004) may be a factor in determining the 

ability and willingness to act.  In contrast, as described earlier, field research specifically has 

tended to traditionally look not at high status actors but at actors who are often peripheral, 

marginalized or hold lower status in the field and who were thought to be less embedded, more 

open to external ideas, and have less to lose than central and elite actors (Leblebici, Salancik, 

Copay, & King, 1991; Seo & Creed, 2002).   

Of interest in light of these somewhat divergent views of change agents, more recent field 

change studies are beginning to argue for a role for central and elite actors in field change 

(Greenwood, Suddaby, & Hinings, 2002; Greenwood & Suddaby, 2006; Mazza & Pedersen, 

2004).  This emerging line of thinking harkens back to early institutional entrepreneurship 

studies suggesting that field actors who enjoy access to and control of the field networks, 

structures, and positions that offer field stability may also be in an advantageous position to 

effect change (Beckert, 2010; Sauder, 2008).  Fligstein (2001) and later Fligstein and McAdam 

(2012) offer interesting potential insight to these differing views on the importance of actor 

position when they argue for the importance of individual actors with “social skill” as being key 

to field change efforts through their ability to induce others to co-operate and to shape meanings.  

Recent field studies that argue for a role for central actors, as outlined above, also underline the 

importance of social relationships and networks in making change.  Several field studies show 

that the very networks and interconnections that offer stability to the field can be used to 
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influence and change field rules either by peripheral or central actors (Beckert, 2010; David, 

Sine, & Haveman, 2013; Sauder, 2008; Van Wijk, Stam, Elfring, Zietsma, & Den Hond, 2013).  

Although field theory is beginning to acknowledge the importance of field networks and 

structures in change there has been considerably less research on who controls or creates these 

networks.  Barley’s (2010) work crossing between field and political science literatures goes 

furthest here, arguing that these networks may even be built purposefully by central actors in 

order to be used to effect influence, stability, and change as needed.  Here CPA research offers 

further insights to these emerging findings showing that firms are becoming both more 

politically engaged and more active in mobilizing external networks including both industry 

support and stakeholder mobilization (Walker, 2012). Of course, traditional lobbying and 

political funding activities, frequently the focus of CPA research and well documented, also 

suggest that the ability to strengthen and build networks and personal relationships is 

advantageous to the firm such that “long-term and issue spanning relationships” are noted as a 

distinct strategy from more “transactional” ad hoc and short-term approaches (Hillman, Keim, & 

Schuler, 2004). Such involvement is not surprising as firms that are more firmly embedded in 

their institutional environments, with strong networks and connections among institutional 

actors, have also been shown in this literature to be more successful in their attempts to shape 

public and political opinions (Oliver & Holzinger, 2008).  In sum, CPA research elaborates on 

and supports the recent findings of field theory suggesting a more important role for not simply 

networks but also network position and relationships in field change efforts than was 

traditionally thought, and in part explaining the ability of central and well-connected actors to 

participate in change. Thus, 
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Proposition 1: Central corporate actors who are highly networked in their fields, or who 

control networks, are more able to undertake strategic field change efforts.  

 

The ability of an actor to form connections and become highly networked in the field or 

industry is also in part related to the characteristics of the field itself. Prior field research has 

posited that the ability of actors to act agentically and effect change may be affected by several 

field level factors. For example, the degree of heterogeneity of the field may allow for 

institutional contradictions (Seo & Creed, 2002). Also, the degree of institutionalization has been 

shown to influence adoption of field changes later in the diffusion process while organization 

structure may have greater influence earlier in the process (Tolbert & Zucker, 1983). These 

contributions and others suggest that the ability of central actors to act is impacted by the 

structure of the field. Literature on corporate political activity offers support and additional 

nuance to these views through studies of the antecedents of firm and industry participation in 

strategic activities. A wide array of research in CPA, economics and nonmarket strategy suggests 

that firms in more concentrated industries will be more likely able to have influence in their 

markets and on market and institutional structures (Hillman, Keim, & Schuler, 2004; Schuler, 

Rehbein, & Cramer, 2002) especially when either the benefits or costs of issues or changes are 

concentrated (Bonardi, Hillman, & Keim, 2005). Therefore, considering incentives for central 

field actors to become involved in field change efforts, in addition to field and institutional 

structures industry and market factors must be considered such that, 

 

Proposition 2: Central corporate actors in highly concentrated fields are more able to 

undertake strategic field change efforts.  
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Field concentration does not only impact the ability of a central field actor to take action 

but also the incentives to do so and the likelihood that changes will effect the actor. I discuss 

incentives for participation in change efforts below.  

Incentives for strategic field action. Although capacity and incentives are often 

interrelated, research in corporate political action and political science has focused heavily on the 

utility of firms’ political activities, including potential impacts on policy, firm performance, and 

even individuals. A firm may choose to participate in CPA activities for both defensive and 

proactive reasons. Similarly, Hillman et al. (2004) reviewing prior work note the difference 

between  “buffering” and “bridging” (p.  844) strategies where buffering activities involve 

anticipating and influencing policy and change whereas bridging activities involve more passive 

reactions and preparations for change.  

Defensive participation is often undertaken when firms see potential social, political or 

regulatory changes that may challenge their market position or competitiveness (Getz, 1997; 

Yoffie, 1987).  From the firm perspective it is expected that the anticipated impact or outcome 

from expected field changes will likewise inform the decision as to whether to get politically 

engaged (Baron, 2010). For instance, firms that are larger, or will find changes necessitated to 

comply with new field structures or rules more challenging to adapt to, may face increased costs 

associated with compliance. As above, firms in concentrated industries may face a higher 

likelihood of impact and will have more to gain or lose from changes and from participation, and 

are therefore more likely to participate in defensive actions (Hillman, Keim, & Schuler, 2004; 

Schuler, Rehbein, & Cramer, 2002).  Field theory offers numerous examples of central firms 

acting to resist change and to maintain field structures and rules.  For example, Hoffman’s 
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(1999) seminal field account of the impacts of the environmental movement on the chemical 

industry illustrates the numerous defensive actions of elite incumbents as the chemical industry 

resisted the growing pressures from the environmental movement and regulators over decades 

before change finally began to occur.  Later work also captures defensive or bridging actions by 

central field actors including in the face of industry changes around climate change negotiations, 

and DDT and tobacco regulation (e.g. Hardy & McGuire, 2010; Schüssler, Rüling, & Wittneben, 

2014).  

While defensive motivations for strategic field actions by central actors have been well 

explored, field studies provide less insight to the issues that are most likely to force, or attract 

firm attention and action.  In contrast, CPA and nonmarket strategy literature have explored this 

question in depth and find the likelihood of change or pressures on the firm can frequently be 

traced to the salience of an issue.  Issue salience refers to the likelihood that an issue will engage 

public or political interest and attention and put pressures on the firm, or the likelihood that a 

particular stakeholder will gain firm attention (Mitchell, Agle, & Wood, 1997).  Getz (1997) 

posits that a firm’s engagement in political and influence activities can be directly traced to the 

degree of issue salience. Similarly, Yoffie (1987) argues that political salience of an issue to the 

firm may be the single most important motivator of political activism in the market.  However, 

salience varies and the degree of salience can also help to determine which strategies are likely to 

be most effective (Hillman & Hitt, 1999; Keim & Zeithmal, 1986). For instance Bonardi et al. 

(2005) argue that firms will be most likely to choose to enter the political fray with issues that 

have a narrower policy domain and no unique partisan identification, such that they are less 

likely to be highly salient to voters and the public.  
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While salience is important for understanding when defensive actions are taken by firms 

and central field actors, in a conceptual study Bonardi and Keim (2005) argue that firms may 

also act at early stages of an issue to try to prevent consensus among stakeholders, media, and 

experts and limit the broader salience of an issue. The authors suggest that firms may do so 

through a variety of strategies: supporting field actors and interest groups on both sides of an 

issue, thus creating dissension and limiting public consensus; influencing the thresholds and 

opinions of experts and reporters; and, self-regulation to partially meet and limit demands of 

stakeholders (Bonardi & Keim, 2005). In examining corporate influence over variations in 

national approaches to climate change regulation following passage of the Kyoto Protocol, Kolk 

and Pinske (2007) also argue that issue salience need not be taken as exogenous, as in prior 

work, but as an endogenous variable over which firms also have strategic influence (Bonardi & 

Keim, 2005). As such, reporters, experts and NGOs may be the focus of firm influence tactics 

earlier in the life-cycle of an issue, with firms more likely to turn to government as an influence 

target later in the cycle (Bonardi & Keim, 2005).  In the case of climate change, corporations are 

found to use advanced influence strategies (Kolk & Pinske, 2007) such as supporting or 

completing their own expert research to add to the debate. 

Of course, firms may not always determine salience. Related to issue salience is a 

growing body of work in nonmarket strategy on firm targeting by activists.  Activists may target 

specific firms for strategic reasons including lowering campaign costs, focusing consumer 

attention, and creating a domino effect or pressuring other firms in the industry to take proactive 

strategies (Baron & Diermeier, 2007; Lenox & Eesley, 2009). Findings show that activists are 

most likely to target firms that are larger, more visible, or have higher brand recognition (Baron, 

2001; Lenox & Eesley, 2009; Steger, 2003), leading to potentially greater impact on these firms, 
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as well as higher incentives for action. In short, issue salience is an important factor in firm’s 

willingness to partake in both defensive and proactive strategies and actions. Thus,  

 

Proposition 3: Central corporate actors faced with more salient issues are more likely to 

participate in strategic field actions.   

 

Proactive and strategic firm political activities are often undertaken as the firm seeks 

opportunities to shape and influence its external environment as well as emerging policy and 

regulations in ways that favor the firm (Oliver & Holzinger, 2008). These activities may serve to 

change field rules or structures favourably through regulation and improved competitive 

position, or to simply gain or maintain subsidies that make firms more profitable.  Firms 

participating in corporate political activity may seek to inform government of their interests, gain 

knowledge of policy changes, gain access to government resources, stop regulation or encourage 

government inaction, or to gain control over policy decisions (Hillman, Keim, & Schuler, 2004; 

Keim & Zeithmal, 1986; Oliver & Holzinger, 2008; Yoffie, 1987).  A growing body of 

nonmarket strategy literature discussed in more depth below also argues for the ways in which 

proactive political strategies may benefit firms and industries directly, or disadvantage 

competitors, such as lobbying for increased regulations (Denicolo, 2008; Lyon & Maxwell, 

2008).  Similarly, introducing industry self-regulation (King & Lenox, 2000, p. 698) as a 

proactive or buffering strategy may limit restrictive regulation and field change, limit 

possibilities for entrance of innovative challengers, or preempt political entry and action by 

consumers (Maxwell, Lyon, & Hackett, 2000).   
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Participation in political influence activities, however, may be both financially costly and 

resource intensive for the firm.  As a result, Yoffie (1987) warned of free-rider problems when 

firms that choose not to participate in strategic political activities can benefit from the influence 

activities of others. For example, in a study of voluntary environmental agreements such as the 

Climate Challenge program, Delmas and Monte-Sancho (2010) find that early-joiners do so as a 

result of political pressures and incentives and were also more connected and more visible. On 

the other hand, late joiners were more likely to participate in symbolic actions (i.e. have lower 

emissions reductions) and to free-ride to some extent on the political activities of early 

participants. However, research also finds that individual competitive advantages extend to those 

firms that are more active in shaping their environments, and that benefits may be rivalrous 

(Oliver & Holzinger, 2008).  In sum, research across these disciplines suggests several 

advantages for firms and central field actors who are able to participate in change to do so, and 

therefore incentives that may drive efforts to change field structures and rules despite 

embeddedness,  

 

Proposition 4: Central corporate actors who participate actively in strategic and 

purposeful field actions are more likely to gain or maintain competitive advantage than 

those actors who do not participate.  

 

Summarizing the above overview, the CPA literature illustrates that corporate actors are 

likely to be involved in efforts towards field change and maintenance activities ranging from 

isolated policy decisions to broader field and social changes. Organizations that are larger, more 

central, and in concentrated fields with active issues, are the most likely to have both the capacity 
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and incentives to participate in actions to shape and influence the field environment.  If central 

and corporate actors have a more significant influence on field change than has generally been 

ascribed to them, it is necessary to also understand how corporate actors go about such field 

change activities.  In the next section I turn to mechanisms of field change.  

Part II. Mechanisms of Strategic Field Action  

Considering how organizations use power to gain influence, Pfeffer and Salancik (1978) 

suggest that an organization may use political means and “political mechanisms…to create for 

itself an environment that is better for its interest” (p. 189).  Although nascent, the role of 

political mechanisms in field change and maintenance efforts is increasingly being 

acknowledged (e.g. Ansari, Wijen, & Gray, 2013; Hardy & McGuire, 2010; Schüssler, Rüling, & 

Wittneben, 2014). The strategies and mechanisms behind corporate political influence have 

drawn significant research attention in the CPA and nonmarket strategy literature, offering a 

more political and power-based view on change. While theses literatures also consider the 

cognitive mechanisms of actors as they seek to influence the field, relational and environmental 

mechanisms, which are often more political by nature, are given substantially greater attention. 

Below, I again draw on literature in corporate political action and nonmarket strategy as I seek to 

extend theory on the actions of central field actors and when and how corporate actors use power 

and political mechanisms to impact their fields.  

Building on the concept of relational mechanisms of field change (McAdam, Tarrow, & 

Tilly, 2001) several recent field studies explore how field networks, interconnections and 

relationships are used to effect change. For example, Van Wijk et al. (2013) illustrate communal 

processes of field change including clique and relationship formation across the industry through 

distributed instigation and the merging of cultural templates through coordinated 
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costructuration, leading to incremental field change. Similarly, Barley (2010) identifies the use 

of amplification by which field networks are used to enhance legitimacy through a multiplicity of 

voices. Catalytic amplification has also been recognized as a means by which powerful actors 

may resonate ideas through the networks and structures of the field (Ansari, Wijen, & Gray, 

2013) while normative network reorientation (Smets et al. 2012) suggests that field actors 

actively select “who matters” and reorient their audiences and “relational spaces” accordingly 

(Kellogg, 2009). 

Taking a more explicitly political view on such strategic change activities Keim and 

Zeithmal’s (1986) early work in CPA was among the first to note the strategic influence 

activities of corporate actors, highlighting five common strategies ranging from traditional 

lobbying, to financial contributions and advertising, to coalition and constituency building. 

Lobbying and financial contributions draw explicitly on developing relationships among field 

elites while coalition and constituency building refer to efforts to inform, motivate and create 

networks with outside individuals and groups that may also be impacted by a proposed policy or 

have common interests on a given issue, combining cognitive and relationship based 

mechanisms. Hillman and Hitt (1999), also focusing on how corporate political influence is 

achieved, offer a simplified framework, suggesting that strategies can be conceptualized in three 

broad categories.  First, information strategies include informing policymakers of a firm’s 

preferences and supplying relevant research. Second, financial strategies involve direct influence 

on decision-makers through contributions, honoraria, relationships, and hiring activities, among 

others (Masters & Baysinger, 1985). Finally, constituency-building strategies involve indirect 

influence through building grassroots and public support for the firm’s position (Keim & 

Zeithmal, 1986; Walker, 2012).  Of course, all of these activities are costly and research also 
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illustrates that larger and older firms are more likely able to afford the costs of political action 

and therefore to be more likely to participate in political and strategic actions (Hillman, Keim, & 

Schuler, 2004; Schuler, Rehbein, & Cramer, 2002), thus benefitting actors with both the network 

and influence to participate but also the capacity. Following on these findings suggests that 

corporate actors as central field actors may have access to, and use more frequently, these 

additional mechanisms of field change, 

 

Proposition 5: Central corporate actors are more likely to use relational mechanisms of 

change than are other organizations or peripheral field actors.  

 

In addition to how central field actors may impact field change through influencing the 

groups and relationships that surround them, political mechanisms of change also provide insight 

to the structures and environment that make up the field.  While the role of the field environment 

or structures has also been less emphasized in field change processes it draws even more 

explicitly on political action models.  Campbell (2005) identifies political opportunity structures 

as the formal and informal structures that constrain and facilitate challenges to the status quo. 

How actors interact and promote their agendas under asymmetric power conditions is 

increasingly seen as a political process at the heart of field change (Van Gestel & Hillebrand, 

2011).  The use and success of traditional cognitive mechanisms have also been found to vary 

based on the field being targeted and the nature of the field positions and structures (Purdy & 

Gray, 2009).  Field positions and structures also allow actors to control field discourse and 

cognitive processes through mechanisms such as domination of discursive spaces and 
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discussions (Hardy & McGuire, 2010) and unobtrusive embedding, allowing central actors to use 

behind the scenes political maneuvering for field change (Smets, Morris, & Greenwood, 2012).  

Although CPA literature has a more natural fit with political science and relational 

mechanisms, emerging streams of nonmarket strategy literature provide significant insight to the 

role of environmental mechanisms in field change process.  As discussed briefly above, central 

and prominent field actors may be in a unique position in the field to reshape structures and 

positions to improve their own positions or to reduce and limit the ability of competitors and 

challengers to enter.  For example, emerging research finds that firms that have lower costs of 

compliance, and therefore a higher ability to comply than competitors, may also engage in 

proactive political change efforts such as lobbying for increased regulations that will 

disadvantage competitors (Denicolo, 2008; Lyon & Maxwell, 2008). For example, in a seminal 

case, Dupont is said to have gained competitive advantage over rivals when it left a powerful 

industry alliance of chlorofluorocarbons (CFL) producers and instead began to lobby for tighter 

regulations on the substance. As a result, following the Montreal Protocol, which placed 

significant regulations on ozone depleting CFLs, Dupont gained substantial market power and is 

thought to have profited significantly due to its unique and preexisting patents on chemical 

alternatives (Lyon & Maxwell, 2008).   

Nonmarket strategy literature has also noted the growing prevalence of industry self-

regulation or “the voluntary association of firms to control their collective action” (King & 

Lenox, 2000, p. 698) as a proactive or buffering strategy by firms and industries against more 

restrictive regulation and field change, or to preempt political entry and action by consumers 

(Maxwell, Lyon, & Hackett, 2000).  For example, Bonardi et al. (2005) outline the case of the 

U.S. Chemical Manufacturers Association, led by Union Carbide, initiating and communicating 
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“vigorously” (p. 407) about the Responsible Care Program, which exceeded existing 

environmental regulations, as a means of preempting more aggressive regulation.  In a later 

empirical study of the program King and Lennox (2000) find that, in the face of limited 

sanctions, opportunism had overcome industry isomorphism leading to failure in many aspects of 

the program’s stated environmental goals. However, the program did succeed in forestalling 

regulatory threats. Similarly, in a conceptual approach to fields Wijen (2014) argues that 

voluntary standards, especially those developed around socio-environmental issues, may not 

ultimately achieve their intended goals due to ‘means-ends decoupling’ when the field is opaque 

and challenging to monitor. Although these examples follow direct or indirect threats from 

outside actors, this is not always the case. Central field actors such as Unilever and Patagonia 

have been noted for proactive environmental activities in the absence of direct threats of outside 

sanctions or regulation. Such proactive measures to change behaviours may themselves serve to 

place pressure to change on other field actors and, ultimately on field structures, rules and 

understandings.  Following on the above, it appears that central actors both can and do use a 

range of environmental mechanisms to reshape or restructure the political opportunity structures 

of the field to their own advantage and are often in a better position to do so. Such that,  

 

Proposition 6: Central corporate actors are more able to use environmental mechanisms 

of change than are other organizations or peripheral field actors.    

 

Finally, across the various mechanisms and streams of literature outlined above it should 

be noted that many of the means of change that the CPA and nonmarket strategy literatures find 

common to central corporate actors may be hidden from public view.  For example, Barley 
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(2010) discusses the field built up to influence and change the government through a series of 

interconnected think tanks, lobby groups, and political organizations often working together 

behind the scenes to create amplification through echo chamber effects. Emerging work on 

astroturf lobbying (Lyon & Maxwell, 2004), corporate funded think tanks (Djelic, 2015), and 

front groups (Leitzinger, 2015; Walker, 2012) similarly notes the role of several forms of 

political and corporate backed organizations that make neither their funding nor positions and 

objectives clear but are able to influence policy, public perceptions, and field change.  Although 

these activities have gained only limited attention in organizations research, a long history of 

CPA research has pointed to the prevalence of activities such as lobbying and political funding 

and donations (Hillman & Hitt, 1999; Keim & Zeithmal, 1986), many of which remain private 

activities or have limited transparency requirements.  In the U.S. legislation has in fact deleted 

requirements on astroturf groups to record their lobbying efforts while the U.S. Supreme Court’s 

decision known as ‘Citizen’s United’ allowed for great anonymous political donations (Lyon, 

2015).  This ability to keep activities anonymous has made activities in the backrooms – or 

smoke-filled rooms – of power even less challenging.  Given the public’s negative reaction to 

influence tactics, and a growing body of research that points to the prevalence of such tactics, it 

follows that, 

 

Proposition 7: Central corporate actors are more likely to use mechanisms that limit 

transparency than are peripheral field actors. 
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Discussion 
	  

Prompted by recent literature and anecdotal evidence that suggests corporations may play 

a far more integral role in social and field change than current literature captures, I began this 

paper by asking broadly: What would taking corporations and political actions more seriously 

add to our understanding of field change and mechanisms of field change? In response, I 

integrate findings and insights from two streams of research that draw extensively on political 

actions and relational power – corporate political action and nonmarket strategy – to understand 

the influence firms have over field stakeholders, field institutions, and field change more 

broadly.   

Through developing several theoretical propositions this paper contends that considering 

corporate actors and mechanisms traditionally associated with power and politics offers us much 

deeper insight into when embedded and central field actors might be stimulated to partake in 

field change efforts. First, I argue that in certain circumstances central field actors, often 

corporate actors, generally in highly networked positions or in concentrated fields or faced with 

salient issues, are likely to have both the incentives and capacity to act to change the field. 

Although extant research suggests that these embedded and central actors are not often motivated 

to seek change, I argue that they may be more likely, and are becoming ever more likely, to do so 

than has previously been thought. Second, I argue that central actors, when they act, may tend to 

favour distinct mechanisms of change and that endogenous change from central field actors may 

therefore be more hidden but equally effective.  Here I developed additional propositions 

suggesting that these mechanisms of change may take place in the proverbial ‘smoke filled-

room’, or the backrooms of power and through networks, relationships, and political 

maneuvering.   
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While I argue here for a more prominent role for corporate and central actors in our 

understanding of field change, and the political mechanisms of change they may favour, I do not 

seek to disagree with prior studies that find a vital role for external and peripheral field actors, 

field configuring events, or for more cognitive and normative mechanisms of change.  Instead, I 

see mechanisms of change, and actions and actors themselves as highly interlinked and suggest 

that this systems approach is one of the strengths of the field level of analysis. As outlined at the 

outset, the fields literature has to date primarily emphasized normative and cognitive 

mechanisms of field change suggesting that struggles over meaning may challenge the prevailing 

order and power structures of the field and leading strategic actors to adopt, transform, or eschew 

labels accordingly (Meyer & Höllerer, 2010). Yet, as Rao et al. (2000) point out, even field 

entrepreneurs and change agents rely on existing field structures and positions and “require 

political opportunity on which to thrive” (p. 242) if they are to successfully introduce new 

structures and change field norms and institutions. Even DiMaggio and Powell (1983), in their 

seminal work on institutional fields, ask of institutions how they “arise and whose interests they 

initially serve” (p. 157 ). Similarly, in his exchange theory of power relations, Emerson (1962) 

notes that it is through changing social and network structures and the consolidation of power in 

groups and coalitions that actors are able to have “voice” and dictate ‘group norms’ and ‘role 

prescriptions’.  The importance of understanding the political conditions, maneuverings and 

mechanisms that underlie the ability to exercise common institutional mechanisms of change, 

such as diffusion and framing is also suggested in a recent study of the U.S. cooperative 

movement (Schneiberg, 2013).  In this longitudinal study, Schneiberg illustrates that field change 

depends on the “combination of diffusion…with sustained and effective mobilization” (p. 675).  

De Bakker et al. (2013), in a recent review of literature at the intersection of corporate and social 
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movement interactions, explore these ideas further and suggest that the growing attention to the 

strategic choices of actors in field change, and the growing focus on the nuances of the cognitive 

and normative mechanisms and tactics used, may overlook the underlying contexts and 

structures that allow us to better understand topics such as “frame resonance and agenda setting 

success” (de Bakker, den Hond, King, & Weber, 2013, p. 580).  

The CPA literature has pursued these questions as well, at least with regards to the role of 

corporate actors. Hillman and Hitt (1999) early on recognized a role for both the formal and 

informal institutional environment in shaping corporate actors’ political strategies.  It has been 

recognized that the institutional context may impact the prevalence and form of political 

influence ranging from national norms around corporate behaviors (Lawton, McGuire, & 

Rajwani, 2013) to the type of actions corporations take on climate change (Sarasini, 2013). More 

recently, emergent research by Oliver and Holzinger (2008) suggests that proactive political 

strategy may be more broadly recognized as the “institutional power to influence the beliefs of 

those affecting or affected by public policy” (p. 512), or to simply change incentive structures for 

those more interested in financial or power considerations.  The ability to shape or even 

“appropriate” the institutions of an industry are therefore integral to influencing policy in a 

manner beneficial to the firm (Oliver & Holzinger, p. 511). Corporate funded grassroots 

lobbying strategies, termed astroturf lobbying (Lyon & Maxwell, 2004) are similarly seen as a 

means of responding to and shaping institutional pressures rather than simply political decisions 

(Walker, 2012).  These findings offer evidence that corporate political actions may go beyond 

simple regulatory or policy influence and in fact seek to shape the broader normative 

environment of the organization. 
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Although influence and voice in a field can take many forms, of particular interest in 

considering the link between power dynamics and the ability to influence field norms, and vice 

versa, is the role of the media. Institutional theory sees the media as a societal indicator of 

legitimacy, reflecting the opinions of the general public (Deephouse & Suchman, 2008), as well 

as an important source of legitimacy that is in and of itself able to influence opinions through 

agenda-setting (McCombs & Shaw, 1972).  For these reasons the media plays an important role 

in social change (King & Haveman, 2008).  Leading media outlets such as the New York Times 

and Wall Street Journal can be particularly effective in exercising influence and setting agendas 

(Boyle, 2001; Deephouse & Suchman, 2008) and are frequently targeted by organizations 

seeking to retain or enhance legitimacy. However, Deephouse and Suchman (2008) and others 

argue that leading “prestige media” outlets have traditionally been produced “by and for elites” 

(p. 56), potentially limiting access and influence.  Again, the media also holds a dual role in 

institutional theory as both a reflection and an arbiter of organizational legitimacy, both shaping 

norms and illustrating the power of central networks and power structures to control those 

norms.  The role of the media is just one example of the interactions and interrelations between a 

variety of mechanisms of change – from normative and cognitive to those that focus more 

specifically on the politics, structures and relationships of the field. 

Contributions 

Bourdieu defined the field as an “arena of struggle over valued resources” (Swartz, 1997, 

p. 122) and some recent authors have begun to point to a richer role for power and agency in 

fields as actors continually compete for status and position (Fligstein & McAdam, 2012) 

especially for increased attention to the role of elites in understanding how the organization 

interacts with its environment (Zald & Lounsbury, 2010; Hinings & Greenwood, 2002; 
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Greenwood, Oliver, Sahlin, & Suddaby, 2008).  Yet, the role of power in studies of major field 

transformation has been seen as “beyond the scope” of much current field research (Hoffman, 

2001, p. 159).  In this paper I attempt to contribute to answering these calls for more power and 

politically-based theories of fields, in two ways.  

First, I incorporate a more explicit consideration of the unique role that corporate actors 

may play and how their field positions and power impact change as I seek to offer insight into 

when these influential and seemingly embedded actors may seek to make field change.  Interest 

in the corporatization of various fields has been growing. For example, organizational scholars 

have recognized similar patterns of financial pressures and market-encroachment across 

numerous fields (Davis & Marquis, 2005) including the publishing industry (Thornton & Ocasio, 

1999), the human resources field following “affirmative action” legislation in the U.S. (Dobbin, 

2009), in Canadian museums and cultural heritage sites (Oakes et al. 1998), and in the U.S. 

healthcare field (Scott, Ruef, Mendel, & Caronna, 2000).  Here, I draw on outside literatures that 

offer a more in depth analysis of the activities of corporate actors to begin to develop specific 

theories about when, why, and how they may behave and take action in fields.  This approach 

answers recent calls (Barley, 2006; Greenwood, 2008) for more attention to corporate actors and 

their role in field change by elaborating on when and how corporate actors are likely to have and 

to seek influence.  

Second, I use these external theories to offer insights into the interrelations between 

different forms of mechanisms seeking to extend theory on how these central corporate actors are 

likely to execute change when they are both willing and able to make it.  As the processes that 

account for and explain the existence of causal relationships between variables (Campbell, 

2005), an understanding of the mechanisms that underlie change is fundamental to a thorough 
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understanding of fields and how and why change occurs (Hedstrom & Swedberg, 1998).  

Emerging interest in the role of strategic and central field agents in change has led to calls for 

further studies connecting power, politics, and institutions to better understand how social and 

field-level change happens (Lounsbury, Ventresca, & Hirsch, 2003). While prior studies have 

considered both cognitive and more power-based mechanisms, when each are used, by whom, 

and how they may impact or facilitate one another has been beyond the scope of most studies. In 

doing so I build on the work of Barley (2010) as he draws on the interrelationships between field 

positions and field change, illustrating that changing the very structure of the field itself can 

enable endogenous actors to gain influence and voice in the field, reinforce their messages, 

support their own interests, build and enhance legitimacy, and exert influence.   

Finally, I integrate three literatures that have traditionally been distinct and are rarely 

integarated, despite the fact that they attempt to answer many of the same questions around the 

drivers of change, which actors are able to execute such change, and how they do so.  Although 

contributing to the corporate political action and nonmarket strategy literatures was not an 

objective of this paper, there is little doubt that introducing this research to the fields literature 

more explicitly will offer reciprocal benefits. CPA research, with a foundation in political 

science, has tended to look most explicitly at the ability of corporate actors to influence policy, 

regulation, and political structures.  Nonmarket strategy, with a foundation in economics, takes a 

highly agentic view of such actions preferring ‘methodological individualism’, or focusing on 

the activities of individual actors, over the broader view of groups and societies and the influence 

of norms and values on those actions that fields and institutional theory offer. As Greenwood 

(2008) effectively argues, institutional theory, and theories of the field specifically, have much to 

bring to this work.  These include considerations of a higher level of analysis which incorporates 
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all relative actors, considerations of a role for norms and logics, and the role of rhetoric and 

language. Each of these aspects has the potential to provide new insight to the CPA and 

nonmarket strategy literatures. As various broad social problems – from climate change, to food 

security, to poverty, and water scarcity to name a few – increasingly call for insights to system 

wide solutions and change, seeking integration across traditionally diverse literatures can only 

help to better understand system-wide change and how it comes about. 

Future Research 

This paper has taken an organizational view of the advantages that may accrue to firms 

taking an active approach to shaping their fields, and how such advantages may motivate active 

involvement despite embededness.  However, just as in organizations research more broadly, 

further interesting insights may be found at the micro-macro interface as the role and impact of 

individual actors in change is considered. For example, CPA findings suggest that in addition to, 

or instead of, organizational advantage, executives may also enjoy personal benefits from their 

firm’s political activity (Ozer & Alakent, 2012). Enhanced employment opportunities as rewards 

for employees of politically active corporations have also been noted in what has been termed 

the ‘revolving door’ phenomenon between many business and government offices (Dahan, 

Hadani, & Schuler, 2013; Parker, Parker, & Dabros, 2012).  Exploring these motivations and 

incentives, and their impact on corporate field activities, will elicit important future insights that 

further reach across levels of analysis. 

Second, the fields literature has frequently used geographic bounding to delineate fields 

(Ansari & Phillips, 2011; Hoffman, 1999; Lounsbury, Ventresca, & Hirsch, 2003; Purdy & Gray, 

2009; Van Wijk, Stam, Elfring, Zietsma, & Den Hond, 2013), overlooking some of the 

multiplicity of fields (Scott, 1994) in order to “render the complexity more manageable” 
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(Greenwood, Suddaby, & Hinings, 2002). However, as international factors, alliances, and 

transnational movements take on a more prominent role in field change (Meyer, 2003), 

understanding the political mechanisms by which actors seek to changes or maintain these 

structures, and further their own interests and ideas through the construction of field institutions 

(Holm, 1995), likewise becomes increasingly important.  The CPA literature has similarly 

traditionally focused on interactions between a corporate actor and a specific, and by definition 

geographical, government body. However, emerging literature in CPA and nonmarket strategy is 

recognizing the changing nature of the targets of political strategies as globalization creates 

challenges for traditional political actions (Windsor, 2007). With this expanding influence of the 

global policy and political arena, large multinationals are being forced to confront a globalized 

“issue arena” and more frequently turn to mechanisms of collective action (Kolk & Pinske, 

2007). In addition, these global developments bring a renewed interest to the work on collective 

and relationship-based corporate political action (Hillman & Hitt, 1999; Walker, 2012) as well as 

a renewed interest in coalition and constituency building activities (Keim & Zeithmal, 1986), 

both identified in early literature.  The relationships and political strategies of firms, especially 

multinationals, increasingly occur horizontally across multiple nations, as well as vertically in 

what has been termed a “globally tiered political strategy” (Windsor, 2007, p. 258).  Also, the 

important role and impact of a growing number of quasi or extra-governmental institutions, 

business groups, international organizations, and large NGOs, all with increased regulatory or 

institutional authority, has meant that they are increasingly targets of political actions and dictate 

much field change (Kolk & Pinske, 2007). For example, broad economic and social problems 

including climate change, loss of biodiversity, water scarcity, and fisheries collapse are leading 

to the creation of new global certification, regulatory and policy bodies and the development of 
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complex transnational fields where varying norms and beliefs are actively debated and 

negotiated (Ansari, Wijen, & Gray, 2013; Hardy & McGuire, 2010; Schüssler, Rüling, & 

Wittneben, 2014).  Future fields research should consider the role of such international factors, 

alliances, and transnational movements on field actors and who is likely to have the ability and 

capacity to undertake change efforts, further understanding the political mechanisms by which 

actors seek to change or maintain these structures will likewise become increasingly important.   

Conclusion 

The role of corporate actors and political mechanisms of field change have remained 

largely obfuscated in organization theory by the ‘smoke’ of the back rooms. In an increasingly 

globalized world where market forces and corporatization have influence across sectors and 

fields, continued lack of understanding of the roles of these key and increasingly influential field 

actors limits the relevance of the fields literature. Better recognition and incorporation of theories 

and insights from corporate political strategy and nonmarket strategy into theories of field 

change is simply one step in this effort to explore the power and activities of this “asteroid belt” 

of organizations (Greenwood, 2008). It is hoped that such advances will not only be theoretically 

interesting but also offer a “more politically attuned and policy-relevant comparative institutional 

agenda” (Zald & Lounsbury, 2010, p. 984) with a greater role in public policy and dialogue 

(Hinings & Greenwood, 2002).  

 



	   207	  

REFERENCES 
 
2030 Water Resource Group. (2013). Charting our Water Future: Economic Frameworks to 

Inform Decision-Making. McKinsey & Company. 
 
Anand, N., & Watson, M. R. (2004). Tournament rituals in the evolution of fields: The case of 

the Grammy Awards. Academy of Management Journal , 47, 59-80. 
 
Ansari, S., Wijen, F., & Gray, B. (2013). Constructing a climate change logic: An institutional 

perspective on the "Tragedy of the Commons". Organization Science , 24 (4), 1014-
1040. 

 
Ansari, S., & Phillips, N. (2011). Text me! New consumer practices and change in organizational 

fields. Organization Science , 22 (6), 1579-1599. 
 
Bakker, K. (2004). An Uncooperative Commodity: Privatizing Water in England and Wales. 

Oxford: Oxford University Press. 
 
Bakker, K. (2007). The "commons" versus the "commodity": Alter-globalization, anti-

privatization and the human right to water in the global South. Antipode , 39 (3), 430-
455. 

 
Barley, S. R. (2010). Building an institutional field to corral a government: A case to set an 

agenda for Organization Studies. Organization Studies , 31, 777-805. 
 
Barley, S. R. (2008). Coalface institutionalism. In The SAGE Handbook of Organizational 

Institutionalism (pp. 491-518). London, UK: Sage. 
 
Barley, S. R. (2007). Corporation, democracy, and the public good. Journal of Management 

Inquiry , 16 (201), 201-215. 
 
Barley, S. R. (1986). Technology as an occassion for structuring: Evidence from observations of 

CT scanners and the social order of radiology departments. Administrative Science 
Quarterly , 31 (1), 78-108. 

 
Barley, S. R. (2006). The Asteroid Belt of Organizations. Distinguished Scholar Address, 

Academy of Management, OMT Division . 
 
Barley, S. R., & Tolbert, P. S. (1997). Institutionalization and structuration: Studying the links 

between action and institution. Organization Studies , 18, 93-117. 
 
Barlow, M. (2007). Blue Covenant: The Global Water Crisis and the Coming Battle for the Right 

to Water. Toronto, ON: McClelland & Stewart Ltd. 
 



	   208	  

Barlow, M. (2013). Blue Future: Protecting Water for People and the Planet Forever. Toronto, 
ON: House of Anansi Press Inc. 

 
Barlow, M. (2011). Our Right to Water. Ottawa: The Council of Canadians. 
 
Baron, D. P. (2010). Business and Its Environment (Vol. 6th). Upper Saddle River, New Jersey: 

Prentice Hall. 
 
Baron, D. P., & Diermeier, D. (2007). Introduction to the special issue on nonmarket strategy 

and social responsibility. Journal of Economics and Management Strategy , 16 (3), 539-
545. 

 
Baron, D. P., & Diermeier, D. (2007). Strategic activism and nonmarket strategy. Journal of 

Economics and Management Strategy , 16 (3), 599-634. 
 
Baron, D. (2001). Private politics, corporate social responsibility, and integrated strategy. 

Journal of Economic and Management Strategy , 10, 7-46. 
 
Battilana, J., Leca, B., & Boxenbaum, E. (2009). How actors change institutions: Toward a 

theory of institutional entrepreneurship. The Academy of Management Annals, 3 (1), 65-
107. 

 
Beckert, J. (2010). How do fields change? The interrelations of institutions, networks, and 

cognition in the dynamics of markets. Organization Science , 31 (05), 605-627. 
 
Beecher, J. A., & Kalmbach, J. A. (2013). Structure, regulation, and pricing of water in the 

United States: A study of the Great Lakes region. Utilities Policy , 24, 32-47. 
 
Berger, P., & Luckmann, T. (1967). The Social Construction of Reality. Garden City, NY: 

Doubleday. 
 
Bonardi, J.-P., & Keim, G. D. (2005). Corporate political strategies for widely salient issues. The 

Academy of Management Review , 30 (3), 555-576. 
 
Bonardi, J.-P., Hillman, A. J., & Keim, G. D. (2005). The attractiveness of political markets: 

Implications for firm strategy. The Academy of Management Review , 30 (2), 397-413. 
 
Bonardi, J.-P., Holburn, G., & Vanden Bergh, R. (2006). Nonmarket strategy performance: 

Evidence from US electrical utilities. Academy of Management Journal , 49 (1209-
1228). 

 
Bourdieu, P., & Wacquant, L. J. (1992). An Invitation to Reflexive Sociology. Chicago, IL: 

University of Chicago Press. 
 
Boyle, T. P. (2001). Internedia agenda setting in the 1996 presidential election. Journalism and 

Mass Communication Quarterly , 78 (1), 26-44. 



	   209	  

 
Bunderson, J. S., & Thompson, J. A. (2009). The call of the wild: Zookeepers, callings, and the 

double-edged sword of deeply meaningful work. Administrative Science Quarterly , 54 
(1), 32-57. 

 
Campbell, J. L. (2005). Where do we stand? Common mechanisms in organizations and social 

movements research. In G. F. Davis, D. McAdam, W. R. Scott, & M. N. Zald (Eds.), 
Social Movements and Organization Theory (pp. 41-68). New York, NY: Cambridge 
University Press. 

 
CDP and Deloitte. (2011). CDP Water Disclosure Global Report 2011. Carbon Disclosure 

Project. Carbon Disclousre Project. 
 
CDP and Deloitte. (2013). Moving Beyond Business as Usual. London: Carbon Disclosure 

Project. 
 
Chicago DWM. (2015). City of Chicago, Depertment of Water Management. Retrieved 2015 

from http://www.cityofchicago.org/city/en/depts/water.html 
 
Clark, A. (2014, 3 July). Going without water in Detroit. Retrieved 2014 4, July from The New 

York Times: http://www.nytimes.com/2014/07/04/opinion/going-without-water-in-
detroit.html?_r=0 

 
Clegg, S. R. (1989). Frameworks of Power. London: SAGE Publications. 
 
Clegg, S. (2010). The state, power, and agency: Missing in action in institutional theory? Journal 

of Management Inquiry , 19 (1), 4-13. 
 
Coase, R. (1959 October). The Federal Communications Commision. Journal of Law and 

Economics , 1-40. 
 
Coen, D. (2007). Empirical and theoretical studies in EU lobbying. Journal of European Public 

Policy , 14, 333-45. 
 
Collins, R. (2004). Interaction Ritual Chains. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press. 
 
Collins, R. (1981). On the Microfoundations of Macrosociology. American Journal of Sociology, 

86 (5), 984-1014. 
 
Collins, R. (2001). Social movements and the focus of emotional attention. In J. Goodwin, J. M. 

Jasper, & F. Polletta (Eds.), Passionate Politics: Emotions and Social Movements (pp. 
27-44). Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 

 
Connors, R. M., & Purtill, C. (2010 July-August). Water consolidation is a myth. Public Works 

Financing , 251. 
 



	   210	  

Cooley, C. H. (1967). The looking-glass self. In J. G. Manis, & A. N. Meltzer, Symbolic 
Interactions: A Reader in Social Psychology (pp. 169-171). Boston: Allyn & Bacon. 

 
Courpasson, D., Arellano-Gault, D., Brown, A., & Lounsbury, M. (2008). Organization Studies 

in the look-out?: Being read, being listened to. Organization Studies , 29 (11), 1383-
1390. 

 
Creed, W., DeJordy, R., & Lok, J. (2010). Being the change: Resolving institutional 

contradictions through identity work. Academy of Management Journal, 53, 1336-1364. 
 
Creed, D. W., Hudson, B. A., Okhuysen, G. A., & Smith-Crowe, K. (2014). Swimming in a sea 

of shame: Incorporating explanations of institutional reproduction and change. Academy 
of Management Review , 39 (3), 275-301. 

 
Dacin, M. T., & Dacin, P. A. (2008). Traditions as institutionalized practice: Implications for 

deinstitutionalization. In R. Greenwood, C. Oliver, R. Suddaby, & K. Sahlin (Eds.), The 
SAGE Handbook of Organizational Institutionalism (pp. 327-351). London, UK: 
SAGE. 

 
Dacin, M. T., Munir, K., & Tracey, P. (2010). Formal dining at Cambridge colleges: Linking 

ritual performance and institutional maintenance. Academy of Management Journal , 53 
(6), 1393-1418. 

 
Dahan, N. M., Hadani, M., & Schuler, D. A. (2013). The governance challenges of corporate 

political activity. Business & Society , 52 (3), 365-387. 
 
David, R. J., Sine, W. D., & Haveman, H. A. (2013). Seizing opportunity in emerging fields: 

How institutional entrepreneurs legitimated the professional form of management 
consulting. Organization Science , 24 (2), 356-377. 

 
Davis, G. F. (2005). Firms and environments. In N. J. Smelser, & R. Swedberg (Eds.), Handbook 

of Economic Sociology (2nd ed., pp. 478-502). Princeton, NJ: Princeton University 
Press. 

 
Davis, G. F. (2009). Managed by the Markets: How Finance Reshaped America. New York: 

Oxford University Press. 
 
Davis, G. F., & Marquis, C. (2005). Prospects for organization theory in the early twenty-first 

century: Institutional fields and mechanisms. Organization Science , 16 (4), 332-343. 
 
de Albuquerque, C., & Roaf, V. (2012). On The Right Track: Good Practices in Realising the 

Rights to Water and Sanitation. Lisbon: Textype. 
 
de Bakker, F. G., den Hond, F., King, B., & Weber, K. (2013). Social movements, civil society, 

and corporations: Taking stock and looking ahead. Organization Studies , 34 (5-6), 573-
593. 



	   211	  

 
Deephouse, D. D., & Suchman, M. (2008). Legitimacy in Organizational Institutionalism. In R. 

Greenwood, C. Oliver, K. Sahlin, & R. Suddaby (Eds.), The Sage Handbook of 
Organizational Institutionalism (pp. 49-77). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 

 
Delmas, M. A. & Monte-Sancho, M. J. (2010). Voluntary agreements to improve environmental 

quality: Symbolic and substantive cooperation. Strategic Management Journal, 31, 575-
601. 

 
den Hond, F., Rehbein, K. A., de Bakker, F. G., & Lankveld, H. K. (2014). Playing on two 

chessboards: Reputation effects between Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) and 
Corporate Political Activity (CPA). Journal of Management Studies , 51 (5), 790-813. 

 
Denicolo, V. (2008). A signaling model of environmental overcompliance. Journal of Economic 

Behavior & Organization , 68, 293-303. 
 
DiMaggio, P. (1991). Constructing an organizational field as a professional project: U.S. art 

museums, 1920-1940. In The New Instiutionalism in Organizational Analysis (pp. 267-
292). Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 

 
DiMaggio, P. (1988). Interest and agency in institutional theory. In L. Zucker (Ed.), Institutional 

Patterns and Organizations (pp. 3-22). Cambridge: Ballinger. 
 
DiMaggio, P. J., & Powell, W. W. (1991). Introduction. In W. W. Powell, & P. J. DiMaggio 

(Eds.), The New Institutionalism in Organizational Analysis (pp. 1-38). Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press. 

 
DiMaggio, P. J., & Powell, W. W. (1983). The Iron Cage revisited: Institutional isomorphism 

and collective rationality in organizational fields. American Sociological Review , 48, 
147-160. 

 
Djelic, M.-L. (2015). Spreading ideas to change the world: Inventing and institutionalizing the 

neoliberal think tank. Key Note Address, OLS Workshop on Politicization of the Firm. 
Paris. 

 
Dobbin, F. (2009). Inventing Equal Opportunity. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press. 
 
Dorado, S. (2005). Institutional Entrepreneurship. Partaking, and Convening. Organization 

Studies , 26 (3), 385-414. 
 
Dover, G., & Lawrence, T. B. (2010). A gap year for institutional theory: Integrating the study of 

institutional work and participatory action research. Journal of Management Inquiry , 
19 (4), 305-316. 

 
Durkheim, E. (1912/1965). The Elementary Forms of Religious Life. New York: Free Press. 
 



	   212	  

DWSD. (2015). Finance Committe Binder Dec. 15 2014, Detroit Water and Sewerage 
Department. From www.dwsd.org 

 
DWSD. (2014). Finance Committee Meeting Binder, November. Detroit: Detroit Water and 

Sewerage Dept. 
 
Eisenhardt, K. M. (1989). Building theories from case study research. Academy of Management 

Review , 14 (4), 532-550. 
 
Eisenhardt, K. M., & Graebner, M. E. (2007). Theory building from cases: Opportunities and 

challenges. Academy of Management Journal , 50 (1), 25-32. 
 
Elsbach, K., & Sutton, R. I. (1992). Acquiring organizational legitimacy through illegitimate 

actions: A marriage of institutional and impression management theories. Academy of 
Management Journal , 35, 699-738. 

 
Emerson, R. M. (1962). Power-dependence relations. American Sociological Review , 27 (1), 31-

41. 
 
EPA. (2003 July). ecommendations of the National Drinking Water Advisory Council to U.S. 

EPA on Its National Small Systems Affordability Criteria. Retrieved 2014 from 
www.epa.gov:http://water.epa.gov/infrastructure/drinkingwater/pws/upload/Recommen
dations-of-the-NDWAC-to-US-EPA-on-Its-NSSA-Criteria.pdf  

 
EPA. (2013). Fifth Drinking Water Infrastructure Needs Survey and Assessment. U.S. 

Environmental Protection Agency. Washington: U.S. EPA. 
 
Ernst & Young. (2012). Six Growing Trends in Corporate Sustainability. Ernst & Young and 

GreenBiz Group. 
 
Espeland, W. (1998). The Struggle for Water: Politics, Rationality, and Identity in the American 

Southwest. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 
 
Feldman, D. L. (2012). Water. Cambridge, UK: Polity Press. 
 
Fennell, M. L., & Alexander, J. A. (1987). Organizational boundary spanning in institutionalized 

environments. Academy of Management Journal , 35 (4), 699-738. 
 
Fligstein, N. (2001). Social skill and the theory of fields. Sociological Theory , 19 (2), 105-125. 
 
Fligstein, N., & McAdam, D. (2012). A Theory of Fields. New York, NY: Oxford University 

Press. 
 
Foley, L. (2015 23-April). The anti-label lobby. Retrieved 2015 9-July from Environmental 

Working Group: http://www.ewg.org/research/anti-label-lobby 
 



	   213	  

Food and Water Watch. (2010). Trends in Water Privatization. Washington D.C.: Food and 
Water Watch. 

 
Friedland, R., & Alford, R. R. (1991). Bringing society back in: Symbols, practices and 

instiutional contradictions. In W. W. Powell, & P. J. DiMaggio (Eds.), The New 
Institutionalism in Organizational Analysis (pp. 232-263). Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press. 

 
Gardner, B. D., & Simmons, R. T. (2012). Introduction. In B. D. Gardner, & R. T. Simmons 

(Eds.), Aquanomics: Water Markets and the Environment (pp. 1-16). Oakland, CA: The 
Independent Institute. 

 
Getz, K. A. (1997). Research in corporate political action: integration and assessment. Business 

& Society , 36, 32-72. 
 
Gioia, D. A., Price, K. N., Hamilton, A. L., & Thomas, J. B. (2010). Forging an identity: An 

insider-outsider study or processes involved in the formation of organizational identity. 
Administrative Science Quarterly , 44, 1-46. 

 
Goldman, M. (2007). How ‘‘Water for All!’’ policy became hegemonic: The power of the World 

Bank and its transnational policy networks. Geoforum , 38, 786-800. 
 
Grant, M. (2010). Trends in Water Privatization. Washington D.C.: Food and Water Watch. 
 
Greenwood, R. (2008). Focusing the asteroid belt of organizations. Journal of Management 

Inquiry , 17 (3), 152-156. 
 
Greenwood, R., & Suddaby, R. (2006). Institutional entrepreneurship in mature fields: The Big 

Five accounting firms. The Academy of Management Journal , 49 (1), 27-48. 
 
Greenwood, R., Oliver, C., Sahlin, K., & Suddaby, R. (2008). Introduction. In R. Greenwood, C. 

Oliver, K. Sahlin, & R. Suddaby, The Sage Handbook of Organizational 
Institutionalism (pp. 1-46). London, UK: Sage. 

 
Greenwood, R., Suddaby, R., & Hinings, C. (2002). Theorizing change: The role of professional 

organizations in the transformation of institutionalized fields. Academy of Management 
Journal , 45 (1), 58-80. 

 
Hall, P., & Taylor, R. C. (1996). Political Science and the Three Institutionalisms. Political 

Studies , 44 (5), 936-957. 
 
Hallett, T., & Ventresca, M. J. (2006). Inhabited institutions: Social interaction and 

organizational forms in Gouldner's patterns of industrial bureaucracy. Theory and 
Society , 35, 213-236. 

 
Hardin, G. (1968 13-December). The Tragedy of the Commons. Science , 1243-1248. 



	   214	  

 
Hardy, C., & Maguire, S. (2008). Institutional Entrepreneurship. In R. Greenwood, C. Oliver, K. 

Sahlin, & R. Suddaby, The SAGE Handbook of Organizational Institutionalism (pp. 
198-217). London, UK: SAGE Publications. 

 
Hardy, C., & McGuire, S. (2010). Discourse, field-configuring events, and change in 

organizations and institutional fields: Narratives of DDT and the Stockholm convention. 
Academy of Management Journal , 53 (6), 1365-1392. 

 
Hargadon, A. B., & Douglas, Y. (2001). When innovations meet institutions: Edison and the 

design of the electric light. Administrative Science Quarterly , 46 (3), 476-501. 
 
Hargrave, T. J., & Van De Ven, A. H. (2006). A collective action model of institutional 

innovation. The Academy of Management Review , 31 (4), 864-888. 
 
Hassoun, R. (1998). Water between Arabs and Israelis: Researching twice-promised resources. 

In J. M. Donahue, & B. R. Johnston, Water, Culture, and Power: Local Struggles in a 
Global Context (pp. 313-338). Washignton, DC: Island Press. 

 
Haveman, H. A., Russo, M. V., & Meyer, A. D. (2001). Organizational environments in flux: 

The impact of regulatory punctuations on organizational domains, CEO succession, and 
performance. Organization Science , 12, 253-273. 

 
Heaphy, E. D. (2013). Repairing breaches with rules: Maintaining institutions in the face of 

everyday disruptions. Organization Science , 24 (5), 1291-1315. 
 
Hedstrom, P., & Swedberg, R. (1998). Social Mechanisms: An Analystical Approach to Social 

Theory. New York, NY: Cambridge University Press. 
 
Hensmans, M. (2003). Social movement organizations: A metaphor for strategic actors in 

institutional fields. Organization Studies , 24 (3), 355-381. 
 
Hillman, A. J., & Hitt, M. A. (1999). Corporate political strategy formulation: A model of 

approach, participation, and strategy decisions. The Academy of Management Review , 
24 (4), 825-842. 

 
Hillman, A. J., Keim, G. D., & Schuler, D. (2004). Corporate political activtiy: A review and 

research agenda. Journal of Management , 30 (6), 837-857. 
 
Hinings, C. R., & Greenwood, R. (2002). Disconnects and consequences in organization theory? 

Administrative Science Quarterly , 47 (3), 411-421. 
 
Hinings, C., Greenwood, R., Reay, T., & Suddaby, R. (2004). Dynamics of change in 

organizational fields. In M. S. Poole, & A. H. Van den Ven, Handbook of 
Organizational Change and Innovation. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

 



	   215	  

Hirsch, P. M., & Bermiss, Y. S. (2009). Institutional "dirty" work: Preserving institutions 
through strategic decoupling. In Institutional Work: Actors and Agency in Institutional 
Studies of Organizations (pp. 262-283). Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press. 

 
Hoffman, A. (2001). From Heresy to Dogma: An Institutional History of Corporate 

Environmentalism. Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press. 
 
Hoffman, A. J. (1999). Institutional evolution and change: Environmentalism and the U.S. 

chemical industry. Academy of Managment Journal , 42 (4), 351-371. 
 
Hoffman, A. J., & Ventresca, M. J. (2002). Introduction. In A. J. Hoffman, & M. J. Ventresca 

(Eds.), Organizations, Policy and the Natural Environment (pp. 1-38). Stanford, CA: 
Stanford University Press. 

 
Holm, P. (1995). The dynamics of institutionalization: transformation processes in Norwegian 

fisheries. Administrative Science Quarterly , 398-422. 
 
Jacobson, C. D., & Tarr, J. A. (1994). Ownership and financing of infrastructure: historical 

perspectives. Washington D.C.: The World Bank. 
 
Jepperson, R. L. (1991). Institutions, institutional effects, and institutionalism. In W. W. Powell, 

& P. J. DiMaggio (Eds.), The New Institutionalism in Organizational Analysis (pp. 143-
163). Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 

 
Johnston, B. R., & Donahue, J. M. (1998). Introduction. In B. R. Johnston, & J. M. Donahue 

(Eds.), Water, Culture, and Power: Local Struggles in a Global Context (pp. 1-5). 
Washington, DC: Island Press. 

 
Kaiman, J. (2013 21-February). Chinese environment official challenged to swim in polluted 

river. Retrieved 2014 August from www.theguardian.com: 
http://www.theguardian.com/environment/2013/feb/21/chinese-official-swim-polluted-
river  

 
Keck, M. E., & Sikkink, K. (1998). Activists Beyond Borders: Advocacy Netwroks in 

Transnational Politics. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press. 
 
Keim, G. D., & Zeithmal, C. P. (1986). Corporate political activity and legislative decsion 

making: A review and contingency approach. Academy of Management Review , 11 (4), 
828-843. 

 
Kieser, A. (1994). Why Organization Theory needs historical analyses - and how this should be 

performed. Organization Science , 5 (4), 608-620. 
 
King, A. A., & Lenox, M. J. (2000). Industry self-regulation without sanctions: The chemical 

industry's responsible care program. Academy of Management Journal , 43 (4), 698-
716. 



	   216	  

 
King, M. D., & Haveman, H. A. (2008). Antislavery in America: The Press, The Pulpit, and the 

Rise of Antislavery Societies. Administrative Science Quarterly , 53, 492-528. 
 
Koeppel, G. T. (2000). Water for Gotham: A History. Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton 

University Press. 
 
Kolk, A., & Pinske, J. (2007). Multinationals' political activities on climate change. Business & 

Society , 46 (2), 201-228. 
 
KPMG. (2012). Expect the Unexpected: Building Business Value in a Changing World. KPMG 

International. 
Kraemer, R., Whiteman, G., & Banerjee, B. (2013). Conflict and astroturfing in Niyamgiri: The 

importance of National Advocacy Netwroks adn anti-corporate social movements. 
Organization Studies , 34 (5-6), 824-852. 

 
Kurland, N. B., & Zell, D. (2010). Water and business: A taxonomy and review of the research. 

Organization and Environment , 23 (3), 316-353. 
 
Lablebici, H., Salancik, G. R., Copay, A., & King, T. (1991). Institutional change and the 

transformation of interorganizational fields: An organizational history of the U.S. 
broadcasting industry. Administrative Science Quarterly , 36 (3), 333-363. 

 
Lampel, J., & Meyer, A. D. (2008). Field configuring events as structuring mechanisms: How 

conferences, ceremonies, and trade shows constitute new technologies, industries, and 
markets. Journal of Management Studies , 45, 1025-1035. 

 
Langley, A. (1999). Strategies for theorizing from process data. Academy of Management 

Review, 24, 691-710. 
 
Lapassade, G., & Lourau, R. (1974). Claves de la sociología. Barcelona: Editorial Laia. 
 
Laumann, E. O., & Knoke, D. (1987). The Organizational State: Social Choice in National 

Policy Domains. Madison: University of Wisconsin Press. 
 
Lawrence, T. B. (2008). Power, Institutions and Organizations. In R. Greenwood, C. Oliver, K. 

Sahlin, & R. Suddaby (Eds.), The Sage Handbook of Organizational Institutionalism 
(pp. 170-197). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications. 

 
Lawrence, T. B., & Suddaby, R. (2006). Institutions and Institutional Work. In S. R. Clegg, C. 

Hardy, T. B. Lawrence, & W. R. Nord (Eds.), Handbook of Organization Studies (pp. 
216-254). London: Sage Publications. 

 
Lawrence, T. B., Leca, B., & Zilber, T. B. (2013). Institutional work: Current research, new 

directions and overlooked issues. Organization Studies , 34 (8), 1023-1033. 
 



	   217	  

Lawrence, T., Suddaby, R., & Leca, B. (2011). Institutional work: Refocusing institutional 
studies of organizations. Journal of Management Inquiry , 20 (1), 52-58. 

 
Lawton, T., McGuire, S., & Rajwani, T. (2013). Corporate political activity: A literature review 

and research agenda. International Journal of Management Reviews , 15, 86-105. 
 
Leblebici, H., Salancik, G. R., Copay, A., & King, T. (1991). Institutuional change and the 

transformation of interorganizational fields: An organizational history of the U.S. radio 
broadcasting industry. Administrative Science Quarterly , 36 (3), 333-363. 

 
Lefsrud, L. M., & Meyer, R. E. (2013). Science or science fiction? Professionals' discursive 

construction of climate change. Organization Studies , 33 (11), 1477-1506. 
 
Leitzinger, J. (2015). The institutions that build and the institutions that bind: Incumbent 

strategies in the battle over renewable energy. Presentation, Alliance for Research on 
Corporate Sustainability Conference. Chicago. 

 
Lenox, M. J., & Eesley, C. E. (2009). Private environmental activism and the selection and 

response of firm targets. Journal of Economics and Management Strategy , 18 (1), 45-
73. 

 
Leontopoulos, N. (2015 22-May). Who is the Guy representing you? Retrieved 2015 9-July from 

The Press Project: http://www.thepressproject.net/article/62406/Guy-Verhofstadt-the-
EU-President-and-the-bid-for-Greek-water 

 
Locke, K. D. (2001). Grounded Theory in Management Research. London: Sage. 
 
Lok, J., & De Rond, M. (2013). On the plasticity of institutions: Containing and restoring 

practice breakdowns at the Cambridge University Boat Club. Academy of Management 
Journal , 56 (1), 185-207. 

 
Lounsbury, M. (2007). A tale of two cities: Competing logics and practice variation in the 

professionalizing of mutual funds. Academy of Management Journal, 50 (2), 289-307. 
 
Lounsbury, M., Geraci, H., & Waismal-Manor, R. (2002). Policy discourse, logics, and practice 

standards: Centralizing the solid-waste management field. In A. J. Hoffman, & M. J. 
Ventresca (Eds.), Organizations, Policy, and the Natural Environment (pp. 327-345). 
Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press. 

 
Lounsbury, M., Ventresca, M., & Hirsch, P. M. (2003). Social movements, field frames and 

industry emergence: a cultural-political perspective on US recycling. Socio-Economic 
Review , 1, 71-104. 

 
Lubin, G. (2011 21-July). Citi's Top Economist Says The Water Market Will Soon Eclipse Oil . 

Retrieved 2014 from Business Insider: http://www.businessinsider.com/willem-buiter-
water-2011-7#ixzz3DzL66SFj 



	   218	  

 
Lyon, T. (2015 2-July). Dark money clouds energy debate. Retrieved 2015 9-July from The 

Detroit News: http://www.detroitnews.com/story/opinion/2015/07/02/dark-money-
clouds-energy-debate/29569397/?fb_ref=Default 

 
Lyon, T. P., & Maxwell, J. W. (2004). Astroturf: Interest group lobbying and corporate strategy. 

Journal of Economics and Management Strategy , 13 (4), 561-597. 
 
Lyon, T. P., & Maxwell, J. W. (2008). Corporate Environmentalism and Public Policy. 

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
 
Lyon, T. P., & Montgomery, A. W. (2013). Tweetjacked: The impact of social media on 

corporate greenwash. Journal of Business Ethics , 118, 747-757. 
 
MacGillivray, A., Raynard, P., & Zadek, S. (2005). Towards Responsible Lobbying. London: 

AccountAbility & UNGC.  
 
Maguire, S., Hardy, C., & Lawrence, T. B. (2004). Institutional entrepreneurship in emerging 

fields: HIV/AIDS treatment advocacy in Canada. Academy of Management Journal , 47 
(5), 657-679. 

 
Maguire, S., & Hardy, C. (2009). Discourse and deinstitutionalization: The decline of DDT. 

Academy of Management Journal , 52, 148-178. 
 
Maoret, M., Massa, F. G., & Jones, C. (2011). Toward a projects as events perspective. Advances 

in Strategic Management , 28, 427-444. 
 
Marti, I., & Mair, J. (2009). Bringing change to the lives of the poor. In T. B. Lawrence, R. 

Suddaby, & B. Leca, Institutional Work: Actors and Agency in Institutional Studies of 
Organizations (pp. 92-119). Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press. 

 
Marti, I., Etzion, D., & Leca, B. (2008). Theoretical approaches for studying corporations, 

democracy, and the public good. Journal of Management Inquiry , 17 (3), 148-151. 
 
Martin, J. L. (2003). What is field theory? American Journal of Sociology , 109 (1), 1-49. 
 
Masten, S. E. (2010). Public utility ownership in 19th-Century America: The "aberrant" case of 

water. The Journal of Law, Economics, and Organization , 27 (3), 604-654. 
 
Masters, M. F., & Baysinger, B. D. (1985). The determinants of funds raised by corporate 

political action committees: An empirical examination. Academy of Management 
Journal , 28 (3), 654-664. 

 
Maxwell, J. W., Lyon, T. P., & Hackett, S. C. (2000). Self-regualtion and social welfare: The 

political economy of corporate environmentalism. Journal of Law and Economics , 43 
(2), 583-618. 



	   219	  

 
Mazza, C., & Pedersen, J. S. (2004). From press to e-media? The transformation of an 

organizational field. Organization Studies , 25 (6), 875-896. 
 
McAdam, D., & Scott, W. R. (2005). Organizations and movements. In G. M. Davis, D. 

McAdam, W. R. Scott, & M. N. Zald (Eds.), Social Movements and Organization 
Theory (pp. 4-40). New York, NY: Cambridge University Press. 

 
McAdam, D., Tarrow, S., & Tilly, C. (2001). Dynamics of Contention. New York, NY: 

Cambridge University Press. 
 
McCombs, M. E., & Shaw, D. L. (1972 Summer). The agenda-setting focus of mass media. 

Public Opionion Quarterly 36 , 176-187. 
 
Meyer, A. D. (1982). Adapting to environmental jolts. Administrative Science Quarterly , 27, 

515-537. 
 
Meyer, A. D., Brooks, G. R., & Goes, J. B. (1990). Environmental jolts and industry revolutions: 

Organizational responses to discontinuous change. Strategic Management , 11, 93-110. 
 
Meyer, A. D., Gaba, V., & Colwell, K. A. (2005). Organizing far from equilibrium: Nonlinear 

change in organizational fields. Organization Science , 16 (5), 456-473. 
 
Meyer, D. S. (2003). Political opportunity and nested institutions . Social Movement Studies , 2, 

17-35. 
 
Meyer, J. W., Scott, W. R., Strang, D., & Creighton, A. L. (1988). Bureaucratization Without 

Centralization: Changes in the Organizational System of U.S. Public Education, 1940-
1980. In L. G. Zucker (Ed.), Institutional Patterns and Organizations: Culture and 
Environment (pp. 139-168). Cambridge, MA: Ballinger. 

 
Meyer, R. E., & Höllerer, M. A. (2010). Meaning structures in a contested issue field: A 

topographic map of shareholder value in Austria. Academy of Management Journal , 53 
(6), 1241-1262. 

 
Micelotta, E. R., & Washington, M. (2013). Institutions and maintenance: The repair work of 

Italian professionals. Organization Studies , 34 (8), 1137-1170. 
 
Mitchell, R. K., Agle, B. R., & Wood, D. J. (1997). Toward a theory of stakeholder identification 

and salience: Defining the principle of who and what really counts. The Academy of 
Management Review , 22 (4), 853-886. 

 
Morrison, J., Morikawa, M., Murphy, M., & Schulte, P. (2009). Water Scaricty adn Climate 

Change: Growing Risks for Businesses and Investors. Ceres & The Pacific Institute. 
Ceres & The Pacific Institute. 

 



	   220	  

Nasra, R., & Dacin, M. T. (2010). Institutional Arrangements and International 
Entrepreneurship: The State as Institutional Entrepreneur. Entrepreneurship Theory and 
Practice , 34 (3), 583-609. 

 
Oakes, L. S., Townley, B., & Cooper, D. J. (1998). Business planning as pedagogy: Language 

and control in a changing institutional field. Administrative Science Quarterly , 43 (2), 
257-292. 

 
Oliver, C. (1991). Strategic Responses to Institutional Processes. Academy of Managment 

Review , 16 (1), 145-179. 
 
Oliver, C. (1992). The antecendents of deinstitutionalization. Organization Studies , 13 (4), 563-

588. 
 
Oliver, C., & Holzinger, I. (2008). The effectiveness of strategic political management: A 

dynamic capabilities framework. Academy of Management Review , 33 (2), 496-520. 
 
Oliver, C., & Montgomery, K. (2008). Using field-configuring events for sense making: A 

cognitive network approach. Journal of Management Studies , 45, 1147-1167. 
 
O'Mahoney, S., & Bechky, B. A. (2008). Boundary organizations: Enabling collaboration among 

unexpected allies. Administrative Science Quarterly , 53, 422-459. 
 
Ostrom, E. (1990). Governing the Commons: The Evolution of Institutions for Collective Action. 

New York: Cambridge University Press. 
 
Ozer, M., & Alakent, E. (2012). The influence of ownership structure on how firms make 

corporate political strategy choices. Business & Society , 52 (3), 451-472. 
 
Pacific Institute. (2007). Pacifc Institute's Corporate Reporting on Water: A Review of Eleven 

Global Industries.  
 
Parker, G. R., Parker, S. L., & Dabros, M. S. (2012). The labor market for politicians: Why ex-

legislators gravitate to lobbying. Business & Society , 52 (3), 427-450. 
 
Pérard, E. (2009). Water supply: Public or Private? An approach based on cost of funds, 

transaction costs, efficiency and political costs. Policy and Society , 27, 193-219. 
 
Pettigrew, A. M. (1990). Longitudinal research on change: Theory and practice. Organization 

Science , 1 (3), 267-292. 
 
Pfeffer, J., & Salancik, G. (1978). The External Control of Organizations: A Resource 

Dependence Perspective. New York: Harper and Row. 
 



	   221	  

Powell, W. W., & Colyvas, J. A. (2008). Microfoundations of Institutional Theory. In R. 
Greenwood, C. Oliver, K. Sahlin, & R. Suddaby (Eds.), The SAGE Handbook of 
Organizational Institutionalism (pp. 276-298). London: SAGE Publications Ltd. . 

 
Pratt, M. G., & Kim, N. (2012). Designing for drift: Planning ethnogrpahic qualitative research 

on groups. In A. B. Hollingshead, & M. S. Poole (Eds.), Research Methods for Studying 
Groups and Teams (pp. 6-29). New York: Routledge. 

 
Priest, G. L. (1993). The origins of utility regulation and the 'theories of regulation' debate. 

Journal of Law and Economics , 84, 289-323. 
 
Purdy, J. M., & Gray, B. (2009). Conflicting logics, mechanisms of diffusion, and multilevel 

dynamics in emerging institutional fields. Academy of Management Journal , 52 (2), 
355-380. 

 
Rao, H., Morrill, C., & Zald, M. N. (2000). Power plays: How social movements and collective 

action create new organizational forms. In B. M. Staw, & R. I. Sutton (Eds.), Research 
in Organizational Behaviour (pp. 237-281). Greenwich, CT: JAI. 

 
Riaz, S., Buchanan, S., & Bapuji, H. (2011). Institutional work amidst the financial crisis: 

emerging positions of elite actors. Organization , 18 (2), 187-214. 
 
Robinson, J. L. (2010). Contested Water: Anti-Water Privatization Movements in Canada and 

the United States. Vancouver: University of British Columbia. 
 
Santos, F. M., & Eisenhardt, K. M. (2009). Constructing markets and shaping boundaries: 

Entrepreneurial power in nascent fields. Academy of Management Journal , 52 (4), 643-
671. 

 
Sarasini, S. (2013). Institutional work and climate change: Corporate political action in the 

Swedish electrictiy industry. Energy Policy , 56, 480-489. 
 
Sauder, M. (2008). Interlopers in field change: The entry of U.S. News into the field of legal 

education. Administrative Science Quarterly , 53, 209-234. 
 
Schüssler, E., Rüling, C.-C., & Wittneben, B. B. (2014). On melting summits: The limitations of 

field-configuring events as catalysts of change in transnational climate policy. Academy 
of Managment Journal , 57 (1), 140-171. 

 
Schneiberg, M. (2013). Movements as political conditions for diffusion: Anti-corporate 

movements and the spread of cooperative forms in American capitalism. Organization 
Studies , 35 (5-6), 653-682. 

 
Schuler, D. A., Rehbein, K., & Cramer, R. D. (2002). Pursuing strategic advantage through 

political means: A multivariate approach. The Academy of Managment Journal , 45 (4), 
659-672. 



	   222	  

 
 
 
 
 
Scott, R. W. (1994). Conceptualizing organizational fields. Linking organizations and societal 

systems. In H.-U. Derlien, U. Gerhardt, & F. W. Scharpf (Eds.), Systemrationalität und 
Partialinteresse. Festschrift für Renate Mayntz (pp. 203-222). Baden-Baden: Nomos 
Verlagsgesellschaft. 

 
Scott, W. R. (1995). Institutions and Organizations. London, UK: Sage. 
 
Scott, W. R. (2001). Instiutions and Organizations (2nd ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage 

Publications. 
 
Scott, W. R., Ruef, M., Mendel, P. J., & Caronna, C. A. (2000). Institutional Change and 

Healthcare Organizations. Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press. 
 
Selznick, P. (1948). Foundations of the Theory of Organization. American Sociological Review , 

13 (1), 25-35. 
 
Seo, M.-G., & Creed, W. D. (2002). Institutional contradictions, praxis, and institutional change: 

A dialectical perspective. The Academy of Management Review , 27 (2), 222-247. 
 
Shils, E. (1961). Centre and periphery. In The Logic of Personal Knowledge: Essays Presented 

to Michael Polanyi (pp. 117-130). London: Routledge & Kegan Paul. 
 
Sine, W. D., & Lee, B. H. (2009). Tilting at windmills? The environmental movement and the 

emergence of the U.S. wind energy sector. Administrative Science Quarterly , 53, 123-
155. 

 
Smets, M., Morris, T., & Greenwood, R. (2012). From practice to field: A multilevel model of 

practice-driven institutional change. Academy of Managment Journal , 55 (4), 877-904. 
	  
Solomon, S. (2010). Water: The Epic Struggle for Wealth, Power, and Civilization. New York, 

N.Y.: Harper Perennial. 
 
Steger, U. (2003). Corporate Diplomacy. Chichester, UK: Wiley. 
 
Stern, R. N., & Barley, S. R. (1996). Organizations and social systems: Organization theory's 

negelcted mandate. Administrative Science Quarterly , 41 (1), 146-162. 
 
Stiglitz, J. (2012). The Price of Inequality. New York: W.W. Norton & Co. 
 
Strang, D. (1987). The administrative transformation of American education school district 

consolidation, 1938-1980. Administrative Science Quarterly , 32 (3), 352-366. 



	   223	  

 
Strang, D., & Soule, S. A. (1998). Diffusion in Organizations and Social Movements: From 

Hybrid Corn to Poison Pill. Annual review of Sociology , 24, 265-290. 
 
Strauss, A., & Corbin, J. M. (1990). Basics of qualitative research: Grounded theory procedures 

and techniques. Newbury Park, CA: Sage. 
 
Suchman, M. C. (1995). Managing legitimacy: Strategic and institutional approaches. The 

Academy of Management Review, 20 (3), 571-610. 
 
Swartz, D. (1997). Culture and Power: The Sociology of Pierre Bourdieu. Chicago, IL: 

University of Chicago Press. 
 
Taylor, R. S., & Nylund, K. (2013). Tapped Out: Threats to the Human Right to Water in the 

Urban United States. Washington: Georgetown Law Human Rights Institute. 
 
The Economist . (2011 19-Nov.). Unquenchable thirst. Retrieved 2013 January from 

Economist.com: http://www.economist.com/node/21538687 
 
The Nature Conservancy. (2014 27-March ). Water pulses across U.S.-Mexico border through 

historic cooperation. Retrieved 2014 August from www.nature.org: 
http://www.nature.org/ourinitiatives/regions/northamerica/areas/coloradoriver/newsroo
m/water-pulses-into-colorado-river-delta.xml  

 
The Vatican. (2015, May-24). Encyclical Letter Laudato Si' of the Holy Father Francis on Care 

for our Common Home. Retrieved June 2015, from w2.vatican.va: 
http://w2.vatican.va/content/dam/francesco/pdf/encyclicals/documents/papa-
francesco_20150524_enciclica-laudato-si_en.pdf 

 
The Wall Street Journal. (2013 15-March). What's in China's water? Of floating pigs and 

political change. Retrieved 2014 August from www.wsj.com: 
http://www.theguardian.com/environment/2013/feb/21/chinese-official-swim-polluted-
river  

 
Thornton, P. A., Jones, C., & Kury, K. (2005). Institutional Logics and Institutional Change in 

Organizations: Transformation in Accounting, Architecture, and Publishing. Research 
in the Sociology of Organizations , 23, 125-170. 

 
Thornton, P. H., & Ocasio, W. (1999). Institutional logics and the historical contingency of 

power in organizations: Executive succession in the higher education publishing 
industry, 1958– 1990. American Journal of Sociology , 105 (3), 801-843. 

 
Tolbert, P. S., & Zucker, L. G. (1983). Institutional sources of change in the formal-structure of 

organizations - the diffusion of civil service reform. Administrative Science Quarterly , 
28 (1), 22-39. 

 



	   224	  

U.N. Economic & Social Council. (2003). General Comment No. 15, U.N. Doc. E/C.12/2002/11. 
Committee on Econonomic, Social & Cultural Rights. 

	  
U.N. News Centre. (2014 20-October ). n Detroit, city-backed water shut-offs ‘contrary to 

human rights,’ say UN experts. Retrieved 2014 October from 
http://www.un.org/apps/news/story.asp?NewsID=49127#.VK8DCksvZiM 

 
U.N. Water. (2015). U.N. World Water Development Report 2015. Paris: UNESCO.	  
 
U.S. Census Bureau. (2012). American Community Survey. Washington: U.S. Census Bureau. 
 
UNESCO. (2006). Water, A Shared Responsibility: The UN World Water Development Report 2. 

The United Nations. Paris: UNESCO and Berghahn Books. 
 
United Nations. (2010 28-July). General Assembly adopts resolution recognizing access to clean 

water, sanitation as human right by recorded vote of 122 in favour, none against, 41 
abstentions, GA/10967 . Retrieved 2012 April from www.un.org: 
http://www.un.org/News/Press/docs/2010/ga10967.doc 

 
United Nations. (2014). The Human Right to Water and Sanitation. Retrieved 2014 October from 

www.un.org: http://www.un.org/waterforlifedecade/human_right_to_water.shtml 
 
United Nations. (2010 28-July). UN General Assembly, Department of Public Information. 

Retrieved 2012 April from www.un.org: 
http://www.un.org/News/Press/docs/2010/ga10967.doc 

 
Van Bommel, K., & Spicer, A. (2011). Hail the snail: Hegemonic struggles in the Slow Food 

movement. Oranization Studies , 32 (12), 1717-1744. 
 
Van Gestel, N., & Hillebrand, B. (2011). Explaining stability and change: The rise and fall of 

logics in pluralistic fields. Organization Science , 32 (2), 231-252. 
 
Van Wijk, J., Stam, W., Elfring, T., Zietsma, C., & Den Hond, F. (2013). Activists and 

incumbents structuring change: The interplay of agency, culture, and networks in field 
evolution. Academy of Management Journal , 56 (2), 358-386. 

 
Ventresca, M. J., & Mohr, J. W. (2002). Archival research methods. In J. A. Baum (Ed.), The 

Blackwell Companion to Organizations (pp. 805-828). Cambridge, MA: Blackwell. 
 
Voronov, M., & Vince, R. (2012). Integrating emotions into the analysis of institutional work. 

Academy of Management Review, 37 (1), 58-81. 
 
Walker, E. T. (2012). Putting a face on the issue: Corporate stakeholder mobilization in 

professional grassroots lobbying campaigns. Business & Society , 51 (4), 561-601. 
 



	   225	  

WBCSD. (2009). Water for business: Initiatives guiding sustainable water management in the 
private sector. World Business Council for Sustainable Development. www.wbcsd.org. 

 
Weber, K., Heinze, K. L., & DeSoucey, M. (2008). Forage for Thought: Mobilizing Codes in the 

Movement for Grass-fed Meat and Dairy Products. Administrative Science Quarterly , 
53, 529-567. 

 
White, H. C. (1992). Identity and Control: A structural Theory of Social Action. Princeton, NJ: 

Princeton University Press. 
 
WHO. (2009). Global Health Risks: Mortality and Burden of Disease Attributable to Selected 

Major Risks. Geneva: World Health Organization. 
 
WHO. (2012). Progress on Drinking Water and Sanitation: 2012 Update. UNICEF and World 

Health Organization. 
 
Wijen, F. (2014). Means versus ends in opaque institutional fields: Trading off compliance and 

achievement in sustainability standard adoption. Academy of Management Review , 39 
(3), 303-323. 

 
Windsor, D. (2007). Toward a global theory of cross-border and multilevel corporate political 

activity. Business & Society , 46 (2), 253-278. 
 
Wooten, M., & Hoffman, A. J. (2008). Organizational fields: Past, present and future. In R. 

Greenwood, C. Oliver, K. Sahlin, & R. Suddaby (Eds.), The Sage Handbook of 
Organizational Institutionalism (pp. 130-169). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications. 

 
World Economic Forum. (2015). Global Risks 2015: 10th Edition. Geneva: World Economic 

Forum. 
	  
WWF. (2013). Water Stewardship: Persepctives on Business Risks and Responses to Water 

Challanges. Galnd, Switzerland: World Wildlife Fund for Nature. 
 
Wright, A. L., & Zammuto, R. F. (2013). Wielding the willow: Processes of institutional change 

in English county cricket. Academy of Management Journal , 56 (1), 308-330. 
 
Wrzesniewski, A., & Dutton, J. E. (2001). Crafting a job: Revisioning employees as active 

crafters of their work. The Academy of Management Review , 26 (2), 179-201. 
 
Yakubovich, V., Granovetter, M., & McGuire, P. (2005). Electric charges: The social 

construction of rate systems. Theory and Society , 34, 579-612. 
 
Yin, R. K. (1984). Case Study Research: Design and Methods. Beverly Hills, CA: Sage. 
 
Yin, R. K. (2003). Case Study Research: Design and Methods (2nd ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: 

Sage Publishing. 



	   226	  

 
Yoffie, D. B. (1987). Corporate strategies for political action. In A. A. Marcus, A. M. Kaufman, 

& D. R. Beam (Eds.), Business Strategy and Public Policy: Perspectives from Industry 
and Academia (pp. 43-60). New York, NY: Quorum. 

 
Zald, M., & Lounsbury, M. (2010). The Wizards of Oz: Towards an instiutional approach to 

elites, expertise and command posts. Organization Studies , 31 (7), 963-996. 
 
Zhou, J., & George, J. M. (2001). When job dissatisfaction leads to creativity: Encouraging the 

expression of voice. Academy of Management Journal , 44, 682-696. 
 
Zilber, T. B. (2006). The work of the symbolic in institutional processes: Translations of rational 

myths in Israeli high-tech. Academy of Management Journal , 49, 281-303. 
 
Zilber, T. B. (2007). Stories and the discursive dynamics of institutional entrepreneurship: The 

case of the Israeli high-tech bubble. Organization Studies , 28 (7), 1035-1054. 
 
Zilber, T. B. (2008). The work of meanings in institutional processes and thinking. In R. 

Greenwood, C. Oliver, K. Sahlin, & R. Suddaby (Eds.), Handbook of Organizational 
Institutionalism (pp. 150-169). London, UK: Sage. 

 
Zilber, T. B. (2009). Institutional maintenance as narrative acts. In T. Lawrence, R. Suddaby, & 

B. Leca (Eds.), Institutional work: Actors and agency in institutional studies of 
organizations (pp. 205-235). Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press. 

 
 
 
	  



	   227	  

	  
	  
	  
	  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

APPENDIX A 
	  

General Research Ethics Board Approvals and Renewals 



	   228	  



	   229	  



	   230	  



	   231	  



	   232	  

	  
	  
	  
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 

APPENDIX B 
 

General Research Ethics Board Approved Documents 



	   233	  

Recruitment Script 
 
 

THE FUTURE OF WATER: 
ORGANIZATIONS, SOCIAL MOVEMENTS, AND THE ROLE OF POWER IN AN EMERGING 

FIELD 
 

My name is Wren Montgomery and I am conducting a study called “The Future of Water: 
Organizations, Social Movements, and the Role of Power in an Emerging Field” as part of my 
PhD research at Queen’s University School of Business.  Your contact information was passed on 
to me by (contact person’s name). The aim of this research is to study the movement around the 
right to water to examine the means by which actors in an organizational field contest, defend, and 
redefine existing institutions and taken-for-granted beliefs.  As well, this project will attempt to 
illuminate specific mechanisms used by organizations to influence field level change.  I am not 
affiliated with any business or governmental organizations, and the information collected will not 
be submitted to any such parties. 

 
I would like to interview you in your role as a business person (…replace with member of 

a movement or NGO as appropriate…) involved in the activities surrounding the right to water 
movement.  I will interview you in a public place and at a time that is convenient to you.  With 
your permission the interview will be audio-recorded and will last approximately one hour.  I will 
send you a letter of information ahead of time that provides more details on the study, and how 
your information will be used and protected. 
Before you consent to this interview, are you at least 18 years old? 
Would you like to contribute to the study by participating in an interview? 
If you have any questions or concerns please feel free to contact me at any time via email at 
wmontgomery@business.queensu.ca. 
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Interview Protocol 
 
 

THE FUTURE OF WATER: 
ORGANIZATIONS, SOCIAL MOVEMENTS, AND THE ROLE OF POWER IN AN 

EMERGING FIELD 
 

The interview will be unstructured, relying upon the participant responses to guide the flow of topics 
discussed.  There are however, some “grand tour” questions that will be used at the start of the 
interview to start the discussion and provide boundaries around which topics will be discussed in the 
interview.  Interview structure and questions will vary only slightly depending on whether the 
interviewee is a member of a movement, government or business.  One interview structure is 
therefore attached to which a few minor additions will be made based on the interviewee’s role. 
1) Rapport-establishing questions: 
- Standard conversational openers and icebreakers regarding introductions, weather etc. 
- An explanation of how the interview process will proceed (interview, questions, note taking 

etc.) and asking “Do you have any questions about the process?” 
 
2) A “grand tour” question will be used to start the discussion: 
The grand tour question will be a broad based question used to frame the interview boundaries and to 

guide the interview. 
- For example:  “Tell me about your role in water …” 

 
3) Essential questions:  
- Describe your involvement in water access issues (either of the water justice movement or in 

a corporate role)? 
- Do you believe that pressures around water access have changed in recent years?  How so? 
- How do you believe the public perceives water access in your community and nation?  How 

about globally?  Does this perception vary? 
- Who do you see as the key actors in pushing for change (or stability/status quo) in control 

over water access?   
- Have new actors entered this field or become more interested in water access issues in recent 

years?   
- What has been the role of these actors to date?   
- What do you believe they are hoping to achieve? 
- What effect have they had on both the conversation and access itself?  
- What was your impression of the coverage the movement had beyond the local community?  
- Have you seen a change in the language used in public or private forums around water access?  

Please explain (“public”, “private”, “rights”, “scarcity” etc.). 
- What do you believe the role of government and NGOs should be in debates over water 

access? 
- What do you believe the role has been in reality (in both your community/nation and 

globally)? 
- How have actors (movements, business etc.) attempted to gain public or government support 



	   235	  

for their positions around water access issues? 
- What were the tactics used by theses groups?  Which of these appeared to be successful?   
- Are these tactics similar to those used in past or do you see any change in tactics? 
- What do you see as the critical next steps for your group in this debate?   
 
4) Prompts: 
During the interview, the researcher will pick up on the responses given by the participant and 
prompt further discussions by using prompt questions such as: 
 
- Can you tell me more about that? 
- So that’s important because… 
- What did you think about that? 
- Can you give me an example? 
 
You mentioned ___________________.  Can you please explain to me what you meant? 
 
 
Supplementary questions added at request of committee following Proposal Fall 2013: 
 
- Do you believe the key actors involved in water have changed or are changing?  If yes, tell me 
about this change. 

- Can you describe the process of change at/around (event/issue)?  What actors were involved? What 
were the outcomes?  

- Can you help me to map the field and understand who holds power and their relative positions?  
Has this changed over time? 

- In your view who has more influence over policy or public perceptions than they had a decade ago?   

- How do you believe these actors changed their position and influence?  
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Letter of Information 
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