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REVITALIZING ORGANIZATIONAL
THEORY THROUGH A PROBLEM-
ORIENTED SOCIOLOGY

Brayden G King

Northwestern University, USA

ABSTRACT

Organizations remain a vital sociological topic, but organizational sociology,
as a subfield, has evolved significantly since its inception. In this paper, I argue
that organization sociology is becoming increasingly disconnected from organi-
zational theory, as currently conceived. The focus of sociological research on
organizations has become more empirically grounded in the study of social
problems and how organizations contribute to them. Sociologists continue to
see organizations as important actors in society that play a role in shaping
social order and as contexts in which social processes play out. I propose two
main sociological approaches for organizational research, which I describe as
“organizations within society” and “society within organizations.” The first
approach examines the role of organizations as building blocks of social struc-
ture and as social actors in their own right. The second approach treats organi-
zations as platforms and locations of social interactions and the building of
community. These approaches are somewhat disconnected from the sort of
grand theorizing that characterizes much of organizational theory. I argue that
the problem-oriented sociology of these two approaches offers a vital way for
organizational scholars to expand and theoretically revitalize the field.

Keywords: Organizational sociology; social problems; bureaucracy; social
actor; inequality; community
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Laments of the decline of organizational sociology have become common in
recent years (Gorman, 2014; King, 2017; Scott, 2004). One underlying reason for
the supposed demise of organizational sociology is that the subfield has become
less theoretically vibrant and less central to the discipline and, consequently, less
important to sociology departments themselves (Gorman, 2014). But I contend
that our view of organizational sociology’s place in the discipline is slanted by
looking back nostalgically to an era when the subfield was, arguably, at its peak
of theoretical creativity. In the 1970s and 1980s, sociology was fertile ground for
offering new theories of organizations, which went on to seed the maturing field of
organizational theory. Institutional theory (e.g., Meyer & Rowan, 1977), organ-
izational ecology (Hannan & Freeman, 1977), resource dependence (Pfeffer &
Salancik, 1978), and network theory (Burt, 1980) all blossomed during this
period. The careers of these theories’ progenitors thrived as well, leading some of
them (and their students) to emigrate to business schools. Increasingly, scholars
who adopted these perspectives found their homes in business schools, and not
surprisingly, many of the scholars who used the theories in their own empirical
work imbued those theories with a more managerialist orientation. Rather than
simply explain how organizations come to be and interact with other elements
of society, organizational theories were now meant to also explain how to make
organizations better or how to make them better serve the purposes of managers.!
Sociologists became less interested in these theories as they mutated.

But that is just one narrative of what happened to the subfield of organiza-
tional sociology. Another way to read the history of organizational sociology is
one of success. Organizational sociologists developed uniquely sociological views
of organizations, which departed in important ways from economics-oriented
approaches; those perspectives proved useful for management scholars, and they
incorporated key insights into their own research about how organizations behave
(or ought to behave). Management scholars borrowed extensively from sociol-
ogy, and the new field of organizational theory thrived as a result (Lounsbury &
Beckman, 2015; Whetten et al., 2009). Organizational sociology succeeded pre-
cisely because it had practical and applied implications! But a consequence of this
success was that organizational theory began to develop a life of its own, distinct
from the discipline of sociology.

Another consequence of vibrancy of organizational theory was a distancing
from the founding discipline of sociology (and we can include anthropology and
psychology among the disaffected disciplines). Organizational theory (or organi-
zation studies) became its own settled field, as Leopold Ringel (2024) argues in
this volume. Even though organizational theory will always be profoundly influ-
enced by the early importation of sociological theories, it has since evolved into a
distinctive field and grown distant from the discipline of sociology, as the ongo-
ing theoretical concerns of sociologists seem to differ from what organizational
theorists care about. This is the story we often hear, at least.

But I will argue that sociologists have not moved on from organizational soci-
ology at all or at least not from “a sociology of organizations” (Lammers, 1981).
Organizations continue to be a concern of much theoretical and empirical soci-
ology. Due to their prominent role in most societal dynamics, sociologists need
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to theorize what organizations do, how they influence societal dynamics, and
how they serve as social contexts for groups and individual behavior. The kinds
of organizational phenomena that sociologists analyze range from the sources of
economic and social inequality to the drivers of political participation. And of
course, the forms of organizations that sociologists study are equally varied,
including voluntary associations, schools, and the business establishments that
management scholars typically study. Moreover, sociologists are increasingly
interested in organizations because they see them as contributors to social prob-
lems (Hilgartner & Bosk, 1988), such as inequality or climate change, as well as
offering the tools for interventions that can help alleviate those problems.

Organizations matter because they are fundamental building blocks of soci-
ety. Perrow’s (1991) and Coleman’s (1982) basic observation that organizations
facilitate much of social life still remains true. We rely on organizations to accom-
plish our collective endeavors, not to mention our personal ones. Organizations
are as relevant as ever. The question that organizational scholars should ask is
not, is organizational sociology in decline? But rather, they should ask, what does
organizational sociology look like today? What is its relationship to the broader
field of sociology?

In this paper, I offer a reading of contemporary organizational sociology
based, somewhat selectively, on research published in the traditionally most
important journals in US-based sociology and one European journal: American
Sociological Review (ASR), American Journal of Sociology (AJS), and European
Sociological Review (ESR). Searching the keywords, titles, and abstracts of arti-
cles for mentions of “organization” and “organizational,” I identify 118 articles
published about organizations in these top sociology journals during a 10-year
time span from 2012 to 2021. By selecting exclusively only those articles published
in elite sociology journals, the group of articles is an idiosyncratic subset but
one that, I believe, accurately reflects how organizations are represented in main-
stream sociology. When organizational theorists say that sociologists no longer
care about organizations, they usually say this in reflection of journals like ASR,
AJS, and ESR. Although there is some engagement with organizational theory
as typically conceived, most of these articles are not written with organizational
theorists as their primary audience. But they are, undoubtedly, organizational in
their focus. The articles touch on a variety of sociological themes, ranging from
culture to employment discrimination.

Based on my reading of these articles, I identify two approaches to organi-
zational sociology that currently thrive in the discipline: “organizations within
society” and “society within organizations.” The first approach examines the role
of organizations as building blocks of social structure and as social actors in their
own right. The second approach treats organizations as contexts of social inter-
actions and the building of community. Both approaches allow for the study of
organizations as part of society and, importantly, as both drivers of and solutions
for the pressing social problems of society.

A common theme within these articles is understanding the role of organiza-
tions in creating and magnifying important social problems. This theme, I will
argue, is rooted in a long sociological tradition in understanding the causes and
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implications of social problems and is now the orienting perspective within main-
stream sociology (e.g., Schneider, 1985). Rather than starting from a common
theoretical orientation — as is true with economics’ adherence to rational choice —
or a methodological approach — as is true of psychology’s embrace of experimental
positivism — what sets sociology apart is its interest in explaining and potentially
offering solutions to social problems, such as inequality. Sociologists often find
that organizations take center stage in their explanations for these social prob-
lems. The approach that sociologists take to study organizations depends on
whether they cast the organization as a unit within society or as a social structure
or platform that is worth interrogating on its own.

Articles that capture the organizations within society approach cast organiza-
tions as basic building blocks of social structure. Some organizations, such as
corporations or grassroots movements organizations, are created to accomplish
some social purpose, like generating wealth for owners or pursuing a social jus-
tice cause. Organizations, whether they intend to or not, also create, reproduce,
and amplify basic inequalities within society, as when a business organization
enables wealth generation for an elite few. Another type of article in this genre
of organizational sociology focuses on the organization as a social actor. That is,
it conceives of the organization as pursuing some purpose and emphasizes the
agentic qualities of the organization. Research in political sociology, for example,
often analyzes organizations as powerful entities that put their goals and interests
above those of individuals in mass society. Analyses of this type depict organiza-
tions as bodies of concentrated resources that are able to leverage institutional
mechanisms of control to wield their power. Other studies in this vein highlight
the extent to which organizations serve as gateways to larger institutions or
as the purveyors of public goods, as was the case of Lipsky’s (2010) “street-level
bureaucracy.”

Atrticles that capture a society within organizations approach usually analyze
organizations as platforms and spaces that host the social dynamics that interest
the authors. This kind of research recognizes that many of society’s meaningful
interactions, such as the building of community, take place within the boundaries
of formal organizations. Often, these studies focus on the workplace. Scholarship
on occupations, professions, and work focuses on organizations because that is
where people do their jobs. In this sense, organizations are primary sites of other
fundamental social processes that sociologists care about, including processes of
conflict, cooperation, and creativity. But this genre of sociology also emphasizes
organizations as locations where elite reproduction takes place. Much of this
research examines internal stratification of resources among competing groups
and individuals.

What is our understanding of organizational sociology if we consider articles
from this sample as the foundation of the subfield? I will argue in this paper that
it gives us a more empirically grounded view of organizational sociology that is
rooted in an effort to understand society itself and the problems within that soci-
ety. But empirically grounded research is not necessarily theoretically vacuous.
In fact, this type of research, which begins with an exploration of an empirical
problem or puzzle, creates the seeds for new theoretical insights. Beginning with
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an empirical puzzle was the starting place for most of the theoretically fruitful
papers that shaped the period of high creativity in organizational sociology in
the 1970s and 1980s. Scholars like John Meyer and Brian Rowan (1977) did not
begin writing about “rationalized myths” in an effort to revolutionize organiza-
tional sociology and found a new theoretical literature on institutions. Rather,
their analysis was an effort to understand the empirical puzzle of why schools
adopted the language of rationalization without any real behavioral commitment
to the formal structures left in its wake. They were trying to understand a basic
social problem that persisted in educational organizations. This insight led to a
theoretical breakthrough that not only changed the way we conceive of Weberian
bureaucracy and rationalization processes but also reoriented our study of insti-
tutions in organizations (Scott, 1992).

As mentioned before, the purpose of much contemporary organizational
sociology is to shed light on basic social problems. This type of organizational
research, while fundamental to sociology, is somewhat different from the way
that organizational theorists have come to approach research, in which the ques-
tion of “theoretical contribution” reigns supreme and motivates the impetus
for the study. Rather than seek theoretical insights from developing a better
explanation of a social problem or empirical puzzle, organizational theorists usu-
ally begin by finding a theoretical puzzle and trying to find an ideal organiza-
tional setting in which to resolve that puzzle (or at least that is the way papers
are written). This difference in framing research creates distance between the
body of contemporary organizational sociology and organizational theory, at the
current moment.

In this paper, I discuss the implications of taking organizational sociology on
its own terms. I argue that the potential for developing novel theoretical insights
is still there, but creating a fruitful dialogue between the two fields may require
loosening our expectations about what constitutes a theoretical contribution and
focusing more on the problem-oriented nature of empirical research.

ORGANIZATIONAL RESEARCH IN SOCIOLOGY

In pursuing a grounded approach to understanding the contemporary state of
organizational sociology, I selected all articles in the ASR that included “organi-
zation” or “organizational” as a keyword or word in the title of the paper. The
same search in the ESR yielded zero articles, and the 4JS does not include a
keyword search. To create comparable results for these journals, I expanded the
search to include all articles with the word “organization” in the abstract. I elim-
inated articles that used the term “organization” to describe a structure other
than a formal organization, as for example, when an article describes the “social
organization” of a neighborhood. A4JS yielded the greatest number of articles
with 52, ASR had 47, and ESR had 18. These represent roughly 15% of all articles
published in AJS, 10% of articles in ASR, and 3% of articles in ESR.

I coded key features of each article that came up in the search. Organizational
form refers to the type of organization(s) analyzed in the research. Forms can
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be as abstract as a general kind of organization, as is the case with Ray’s (2019)
theory of “racialized organizations,” or quite specific, as in the of Fligstein
et al.’s (2017) research on the Federal Reserve Bank. The most typical form was
“employer.” In this case, the kind of organizational form likely varied, as it was
often self-reported by an individual survey participant simply as the organization
that employed them.

Theory refers to the primary theoretical orientation(s) that the authors use
to motivate their analysis. In some cases, it was stated quite clearly, but in many
cases, especially in work that is more problem oriented, the theoretical orienta-
tion refers to a broad literature on the topic that has built-in assumptions about
the behavior or social dynamic in question. Method refers to the type of analysis
applied in the study. In most cases, I simply note the most prominent method
used, but when multiple methods were applied equally, I listed both methods.

Outcome of interest is the object of the study design. In quantitative studies,
outcome refers to the dependent variable of the analysis, but in many qualitative
studies, the outcome is a process or dynamic the authors are seeking to shed light
on. Unit refers to the unit of analysis that the authors are interested in examining.
In quantitative studies, the unit of analysis is relatively straightforward, but in
qualitative studies, it is not always clear. I chose the unit of analysis that seemed
most relevant to the research question posed by the authors.

Finally, I coded each article by the organizational approach evident in the
paper. The approach is a categorization of the author’s interest in organizations.
To code these approaches, I first created two subcodes: level of theorizing and
organizations’ role in the theorizing. For the level of theorizing, I focused on the
primary mechanisms used by the authors to generate an explanation for their out-
come of interest. The second subcode, organizations’ role, was more specifically
about where the organization resided in the authors’ chain of theorizing.

If the authors are interested in organizations as structures or actors that they
want to explain or as structures or actors that influence broader society in some
way, I categorize their approach as “organizations within society.” In these stud-
ies, the main theoretical lens explains how organizations shape the broader soci-
ety in which they are a part or how they operate and function as social units.
Studies of this type are generally quite “macro” in their flavor. Individuals may
be present in the study, but organizations operate as actors in their own right
alongside individuals. For example, consider the case of an organization seeking
to shape the mindset of policymakers and thereby shape legislation (Best, 2012).
The focus of studies like this is about the existence and impact of organizations
on broader societal, and more specifically legislative, outcomes; hence, I refer to
this approach as organizations within society.

If the authors are interested in organizations as contexts in which societal
dynamics play out, I categorize their approach as “society within organizations.”
Sociologists often study organizations simply because this is the place where society
happens. Individuals rely on organizations for forming a community, getting jobs
and income, and doing a variety of other things that require collective endeavors.
For many of these studies, the main interest of the authors is not the organiza-
tions themselves, but rather the outcomes that take place within organizations. For
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instance, if a scholar is interested in explaining why some occupations have a greater
gender pay gap than others, they are likely to turn to organizations as a location for
their study (e.g., van Hek & van der Lippe, 2019). Many of these studies include
organizational practices, rules, or other dynamics as key variables in their analysis,
but not all do. These studies tend to be more “micro” in that they are interested in
outcomes experienced at the individual level of analysis. For example, Qvist et al.
(2018) focus on voluntary organizations as a setting to understand better why cer-
tain individuals dedicate more hours to volunteering than others.

Tables 1 and 2 display the coded variables for each article found in my search.
Table 1 includes all articles that use an “organizations within society” approach,
and Table 2 includes all articles using the “society within organizations” approach.
There are 32 articles using an “organizations within society” approach and
51 articles using a “society within organizations” approach.

One of the most notable aspects of the papers represented here is the sheer
diversity of theoretical perspectives represented. Whereas many organizational
scholars associate sociology with one of the core theories exported from soci-
ology to organizational research, such as institutional theory or organizational
ecology, these theories are not well represented in the mix of articles. Institutional
theory only appears as a primary theoretical orientation in five articles, with an
additional three articles framed around diffusion theory (a strong corollary of
institutional theory). Organizational ecology or resource partitioning theory is
only a primary orientation in four articles, with an additional article motivated by
“social ecology” (which is a Chicago school of sociology theory about local ecol-
ogies of relationships between organizations and individuals). And interestingly,
two of the articles using an ecological framework are derived from the network-
based approach to ecology as originated by Miller McPherson and associated
with the concept of Blau Space (Brashears et al., 2017; Shi et al., 2017). This
version of ecology is far less common in studies published in organizational or
management journals.

The most common theory represented in the studies is social movement the-
ory, which is a primary motivating theory for 11 articles. The presence of so many
social movement-related papers is indicative of the strong interest that sociolo-
gists have in bottom-up theories of social change, often represented in the form
of collective action taken by activists. Much of this research is organizational
inasmuch as one of the core theories — resource mobilization theory — is about
how organizations provide infrastructure and other resources for the emergence
and mobilization of movements. Moreover, in recent years, there has been a surge
of research that uses insights from social movement theory to explain corpo-
rate and market outcomes (e.g., Bartley & Child, 2014; McDonnell et al., 2015).
Organizations are often both the targets of movement mobilization and inputs
for anti-corporate campaigns.

The broad mix of remaining theoretical orientations reflects, in my view, the
social problem orientation. Rather than seeking to contribute to a particular the-
oretical perspective, this paper sets out to better understand a problem. In what
follows, I will discuss the theoretical ambiguity of organizational sociology and
what it says about the discipline and its relationship to organizational theory.
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46 BRAYDEN G KING

THEORETICAL AMBIGUITY AND
PROBLEM-ORIENTED SOCIOLOGY

Many scholars’ views of organizational sociology reflect their training in semi-
nal texts, such as Clegg (1989), Scott (1992), or Aldrich and Ruef (2006), that
seek to lay out a coherent perspective of organizations as a social phenomenon,
usually finding their roots in classic sociological theory. These perspectives bring
together various strands of theoretical and empirical work into a cohesive frame-
work. Within the perspective, one can deduce theoretical expectations and even-
tually hypotheses. The sociological perspectives, perhaps intentionally so, were
developed as alternatives to economic perspectives that had become dominant
but that sociologists viewed as too normative and not consistent with the social
constructionist lens that runs throughout most sociology. Numerous cohorts of
organizational scholars, of which I was a part, viewed these texts as the baseline
for their training and as ideal models for how to theorize and conduct empirical
work. Theoretical contributions, we were taught, were meant to be in conver-
sation with these guiding frameworks. When a new framework emerged, you
could do good scholarship by tagging on your own ideas to it in a generative
fashion. This is what organizational scholars think of as a theoretical contribu-
tion when they do research. How do I contribute to an existing framework by
adding a new idea, a new mechanism, modifying the boundary conditions of the
theory, etc.?

But it is apparent from reading the articles listed here that this is not the only
way to do organizational research, and it is certainly not the most common way to
do organizational sociology. Rather, a different way of doing organizational soci-
ology is what I will refer to as “problem-oriented” sociology (Prasad, 2021). The
main purpose of this kind of sociological research is to identify social problems
and then shed light on them, explain why they exist, and analyze what accounts
for variation in exposure or consequences from those problems. Some research is
even framed as an attempt to solve those problems (see, e.g., Prasad, 2021).

Problem-oriented sociology, of course, relies on scholars sharing an under-
standing of what important problems are. As sociologists, we take for granted
that problems are inherently socially constructed, but nevertheless the problems
that motivate the discipline’s interest tend to have high agreement among sociolo-
gists as being problems and they receive a high proportion of public attention
(Hilgartner & Bosk, 1988). The “social problems” perspective has a long history
in sociology, with an early emphasis on crime and deviance and gradually mor-
phing into programmatic research on various forms of inequality (e.g., Schneider,
1985; Spector & Kitsuse, 2017). In many cases, research seeks to understand the
negative consequences of various social phenomena (e.g., wealth inequality;
racial bias), which further justifies the phenomena as a problem worth solving.
When there is high agreement about the phenomenon as having negative con-
sequences, scholars are “studying what is popularly seen as a social problem”
(Prasad, 2021, p. 33).

After reading the articles sampled for this paper, one can see the authors’ inter-
ests in the topics as emanating from their desire to label, understand, and, if



Revitalizing Organizational Theory 47

fortunate, add insights about how to solve a particular social problem. The best
example of this type of research, of which there are numerous in the list of arti-
cles, is related to social and economic inequality, whether based on race, gender,
or some other form of group membership. Ridgeway (2014) captured well the
sociological urge to study inequality in her presidential address for the American
Sociological Association:

Sociologists want to do more than describe social inequality. We want to understand the deeper
problem of how inequality is made and, therefore, could potentially be unmade. What are the
mechanisms? How do we uncover them?

Ridgeway goes on to urge sociologists not just to consider how resources and
power shape inequality but also status — or signifiers that convey respect or prestige —
influence inequality between groups.

Naturally, organizations are an ideal place in which to study all three of
Weber’s (1968) sources of inequality — resources, power, and status — because it
is in organizations that they accrue. Some have argued that the pursuit of these
three kinds of resources motivates most organizational actions (King & Walker,
2014). Organizations are made up of various kinds of resources, bundled together
in structures and routines. Organizations convey power on groups or individu-
als through their control of those resources and ability to exert authority on
who else has access to them. And organizations are carriers of status and grant
status to individuals, although not equally to all groups (see, e.g., Croidieu &
Powell, 2024, this volume). Thus, as scholars seek to study the problem of ine-
quality, they easily find their way to organizations as an object or at least context
for their analyses.

Types of inequality abound in organizations. Studies of inequality end up
being one of the main types of papers in the “society within organizations”
approach. Scholars recognize that inequality, bias, and discrimination abound in
society and that we can better understand their sources by looking inside organi-
zations where they are reproduced. In some papers, scholars portray organiza-
tions as the mechanism that accounts for inequalities, creating the structural
fabric that allows certain kinds of discrimination to persist (e.g., Smith-Doerr
et al., 2019). Many papers listed here relate to gender inequality and, even more
specifically, to the causes of the “gender pay gap” (e.g., Rivera & Tilcsik, 2019;
Smith-Doerr et al., 2019) or gender bias as manifest in organizational evaluation
practices (Correll et al., 2020). In most of this work, gender inequality is not
only viewed as a problem to explain but also one that can be alleviated if we used
organizational interventions consistent with the findings of the analysis. Much
inequality research links problem identification with problem solving. If society
happens inside organizations and we want to fix society’s problems, naturally we
turn to organizations as both the culprits and the potential saviors.

Inequality is not the only social problem that raises its head in the problem-
focused research found in these papers, but it is the most common one, espe-
cially in the papers using a society within organization approach. Other problems
include employee well-being and life satisfaction, worker productivity, perfor-
mance ratings, and cooperation.
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Much problem-oriented sociology is characterized by a loose theoretical ori-
entation. By loose, I mean that the paper is not driven by a theoretical question at
all. Instead, theory is in the background, offering expectations about what is con-
tributing to the problem under investigation. In many cases, the theoretical back-
ground is not even a coherent theoretical framework but rather a literature of
prior research and its associated findings. Consider, for example, Wilmers’ (2018)
article about wage stagnation. Rather than turn to a single theory about why
wages stagnate, he instead looks at all of the available research on wages and mar-
ket structure and uses that to generate hypotheses about how buyer power influ-
ences suppliers’ wage-setting practices and ultimately wage differentials between
firms. Reading theory this way can be shocking for an organizational theorist
who is accustomed to having their feet held to the fire by reviewers demanding
a theoretical contribution! There’s no attempt to draw on resource dependence
theory or formulate different types of Weberian power. Instead, Wilmers focuses
squarely on “buyer power” as a practical construct that has relevance for the
problem at hand — explaining wage differences across firms. In the conclusion, the
author describes how the paper tests and extends economic segmentation theory,
but prior to mentioning it in the conclusion the term “economic segmentation” is
only mentioned twice. To be fair, there isn’t a great need to describe the theory in
detail. It is obvious from his description of buyer power what the theory is about.

Many of the “organizations within society” papers also tackle social problems,
examining the role of organizations in formulating policy change (or resisting
policy change) that might help resolve an existing social problem or by exploring
the dynamics by which organizations contribute to or even create intermediate
solutions to systemic problems. Steil and Vasi (2014), as an example of organiza-
tions contributing to policy changes, find that the presence of immigrant commu-
nity organizations facilitated the passage of pro-immigrant ordinances in cities.
Fiel and Zhang (2019), in contrast, show that the politics of local school districts
influence the reversal of desegregation orders, a policy measure used to combat
racial inequality in the education system. As an example of organizations creat-
ing intermediate solutions to social problems, McDonnell (2017) demonstrates
that Ghanaian state organizations often have unique bureaucratic structures in
order to adapt to the cultural and social needs of the communities in which they
are embedded.

Not all problem-oriented papers are as loose with theory, as illustrated by
some of the papers using an “organizations within society” approach. These
papers use theory explicitly as a way to explain the problem at hand and generate
hypotheses. For example, Pernell et al. (2017) seek to explain why banks begin
adopting risky financial derivatives, a practice that they associate with the global
financial crisis of the 2000s. To generate theoretical expectations, they draw from
institutional theory as well as psychological theory on moral reasoning. In their
conclusion, they contrast the implications of their study with what one would
expect if deriving policy from agency theory. Thus, in the paper’s conclusion,
they offer generalizable policy solutions that would potentially combat danger-
ous risk-taking. The paper’s theoretical contributions, as often conceived of by
organizational theorists, are quite modest, but they nevertheless use theory deftly
to diagnose the problem and find potential solutions.
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It is clear from reading many of the problem-oriented papers that they
embrace theoretical ambiguity. Rather than see that the purpose of the paper
is to build or generate new theoretical insights, they instead allow theory to sit
lightly in the background, or they draw liberally from various theories to shed
light on a social problem. Doing this helps them get greater leverage over what is
actually contributing to the problem. They are open to the idea that a single theo-
retical framework might not be sufficient to explain the problem. Moreover, their
entire focus on the organization — as its own unit of analysis or as a context in
which the problem is occurring — is to get better leverage in targeting the problem.
The organization is often the problem itself, and that is why they are driven to
study them.

This approach to scholarship is quite different from what we see in a typi-
cal publication in an organization theory journal, where the emphasis is placed
on theoretical novelty. The reason for doing a study — at least as expressed by
reviewers —is to make a theoretical contribution. Usually, we know if someone has
made a theoretical contribution because they have identified a “theoretical gap”
prior to doing the study and then they seek to address the gap with the new study,
often by inventing a new concept or mechanism of explanation. Addressing prob-
lems or practical implications usually only enter the discussion on the back end
of a paper and may even find their home in a section of the paper designed for
that purpose. Showing the managerial implications of one’s research is a bonus
for any study, but even this aspect of organizational research is quite different
from what we see in contemporary organizational sociology. Drawing out the
implications for managers is not warranted and may even be looked down upon
by sociologists. The problems that interest sociologists derive from a different set
of assumptions about why scholars engage in research and are usually focused
on improving the collective good rather than simply benefitting the organization
itself or a subset of elites within that organization.

ENGAGING WITH SOCIAL PROBLEMS AND
THEORETICAL DEVELOPMENT

One could conclude from reading the above description of contemporary organi-
zational sociology that the field has entered a stage of normal science. We have
enough theory now that we can use it as a tool to incrementally arrive at the
answers to societal and organizational problems. And I would certainly agree that
much of the research has embraced the spirit of normal science. But I think that
characterizing the entire field in that way leads us to ignore the potential for crea-
tivity and idea generation had by organizational sociology. Moreover, I think we
sometimes dismiss normal science as being theoretically vacuous when, I would
argue, it can be the basis for important new theoretical insights.

In the last part of this paper, I focus on this theme: studying organizations as
actors and sites where society plays out gives us unique opportunities to develop
theory. One reason for this is that it frees scholars from being entirely bound
by the constraints of existing theory and getting caught up in siloed conversa-
tions about theory that have little relevance to scholars outside that theoretical
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tradition. When the entire purpose of research is to contribute to theoretical
frameworks, over time, research in that area becomes narrower in its focus and
offers more obscure innovations that can only be appreciated by the most ardent
fans of the theory. Theory becomes its own goal and becomes delinked from the
pressing empirical issues that call our attention to organizational research in the
first place.

In contrast, when we approach empirical research as an attempt to better
understand and (potentially) offer solutions to a social problem, we wear less
opaque theoretical blinders. Seeing research through the lens of “social prob-
lems” gives scholars the opportunity to offer up new explanations and in the pro-
cess rethink why organizations operate and function as they do.

As I mentioned at the beginning of this paper, some of the most important
theoretical innovations made in organizational theory came about because schol-
ars were trying to better understand an empirical puzzle or problem. Meyer and
Rowan (1977) and DiMaggio and Powell (1983), two of the most important start-
ing points of institutional theory, began as attempts to explain why organiza-
tions adopted practices and formal structures that did not always make logical
sense. From the point of view of Meyer and Rowan, the schools they studied
may have even looked quite dysfunctional, even if they purported to do things
for rational purposes. The theory of institutions they helped create came from a
genuine struggle to understand social problems that previous theories fell short
of explaining.

Not all organizational sociology seek to do this, but there are some good exam-
ples of theoretical development that emerge out of empirical puzzles and grap-
pling with real social problems happening within those organizations. I provide
two examples. The aforementioned McDonnell’s (2017) investigation of pockets
of high performing bureaucracies alongside highly dysfunctional organizations in
Ghanaian government yields a theorization of a new type of bureaucracy — inter-
stitial bureaucracy. By trying to shed light on why these highly effective bureau-
cracies exist, she is also able to help explain what is absent in the less effective
bureaucracies next to them. Through interviews and comparative case analysis,
she identifies the microfoundations of bureaucracy through which individuals tie
together local culture and institutions to the ideal type of Weberian bureaucracy.
Her approach — contrasting the ideal type with the reality she observes in her data —
identifies adaptive characteristics local bureaucrats used given their interstitial
position. McDonnell’s study and a series of other papers related to the admin-
istration of public services (e.g., Lara-Millan, 2014; Seim, 2017) breathe new
life into bureaucratic theory and rejuvenate interest in variation in bureaucratic
forms. These studies also remind us of organizational sociology’s intellectual con-
nections to urban and community sociology and public administration research.

Another example of theoretical development that came about through a
problem-oriented focus is Ray’s (2019) theory of racialized organizations. The
problem that Ray seeks to explain is why seemingly race-neutral organizations
are quite critical to the reproduction of racial disparities in society. His theoreti-
cal innovation is to bring Du Boisian critical race theory into conversation with
organizational theory to develop a theory about how race becomes instantiated
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and reproduced in organizational structure. Organizations, Ray (2019, p. 26)
writes “are racial structures” inasmuch as “race is constitutive of organizational
foundations, hierarchies, and processes.” He goes on to develop a set of assump-
tions and mechanisms to support this idea, as well as proposing an agenda for
future research.

Both of these studies offer innovative ways of viewing organizations. And
although it is clear that the authors were well read in organizational theory, they
did not begin their papers as seeking to work within the constraints of a given
theoretical framework. Instead, they approach their research by pointing to an
existing social problem and then wrestle with existing theory that cannot easily
account for the problems they are trying to explain and solve. It is the contradic-
tion and tension that their empirical problems have with existing theory that gives
impetus to new theory. In the case of Ray (2019, p. 46), he proposes that “organi-
zational theorists should abandon the notion that organizational formations,
hierarchies, and processes are race-neutral.” Organizational theory should incor-
porate insights from race theory about how organizations are manifestations of
racial structures that reproduce and reinforce inequalities. His theorizing opens
the door for a new way to theorize organizations and race. Given organizational
theorists’ interest in conceiving of “organizational practices ... as being central
to the reproduction of inequality” (Amis et al., 2020, p. 195), it makes sense that
organizational scholars would heed Ray’s urging to integrate race theory with
our own understanding of organizations. Theoretical innovation is likely to come
from tackling these problems empirically.

Sociology’s gravitation around social problems also encourages scholars to
study a broader variety of organizations. Whereas the tendency in organizational
research is to study for-profit businesses,’ sociological research on organizations
is more inclusive, including research on nonprofit organizations, schools, social
movement organizations, and government agencies. Organizational variety allows
scholars to push against long-held theoretical assumptions about organizations,
which may be only true of the for-profit organizations that management scholars
study, and opens the door for comparative organizational research (King et al.,
2009). In short, by expanding the variety of organizations studied, scholars will
be able to test the scope conditions of existing theory and create new opportuni-
ties for theoretically generative analysis.

CONCLUSION

Organizational sociology, despite reports of its demise, is alive and well and regu-
larly published in top sociology journals. And yet, it does seem to be the case that
organizational sociology has grown somewhat distant from the broader commu-
nity of organizational scholars. I have sought to understand this by looking more
closely at the research that sociologists have published about organizations in the
past decade.

One of the main implications of this paper is that the distance between organi-
zational sociology is partly a function of very different approaches to doing



52 BRAYDEN G KING

organizational research. Whereas much research in management and organiza-
tional specialist journals is motivated by identifying theoretical gaps or puzzles
to resolve, much of the organizational sociology published in sociology journals
is problem oriented. Explaining organizations and why they do what they do or
how people behave in them is not the primary purpose of this research. Rather,
sociologists are more likely to try to explain and identify solutions to social prob-
lems by studying organizations’ roles in those problems. This research is in con-
versation with a “social problems perspective” of sociological research that seeks
to identify, explain, and conceive of solutions for society’s pressing problems.
Organizations, because of their prominent role in society as either social actors
or rich social contexts, are naturally caught up in those problems. They are often
conceptualized as a source of the problem, although organizational interventions
may also offer potential solutions as well.

The two approaches to studying organizations in sociology reflect the problem-
oriented nature of research. An organizations within society approach implies
that organizations are important actors and structures through which resources,
power, and status are channeled. Organizations may impede change, especially
when it is in the interest of the elites guiding them. But organizations can also
be powerful agents for shaping the future of society, as we see in the case of Best
(2012) in which she studies how interest groups draw attention to new diseases
and advocate for federal funding to fight them. Many of the social movement the-
ory papers in the sample are very much about organizations as drivers of social
change. The second approach is more about what happens inside organizations.
A society within organizations approach implies that organizations are contexts
in which social dynamics play out, for good or bad. Many of society’s problems
therefore can only be understood and combated by studying how organizations
work and what role they play in the perpetuation of those problems.

Research of this type is often theoretically ambivalent, choosing those theo-
retical tools that give them the best leverage in understanding the problem. But it
doesn’t always have to be that way. In fact, I would argue that some of the most
innovative theoretical development comes when tackling an empirical problem
that existing theory cannot easily explain. This is where the real potential for
theoretical innovation lies.

For organizational scholars, more generally, organizational sociology offers a
potential model for our own development. If we continue down the current path
of publishing, in which theoretical contribution is valued above all, scholars will
continue to be incentivized to do research that primarily addresses theoretical
gaps or resolves theoretical puzzles, but perhaps at the expense of doing work
that has broader social relevance. Moreover, given complaints about how much
organizational theory has become more specialized, more jargon-filled, and less
innovative, perhaps there is room for a different approach to organizational
scholarship — one more grounded in real-world problems and connected to a
broad variety of social settings.

As I have argued in this paper, studying organizations where we find prob-
lems does not have to be vacant of theoretical development. In fact, we may
find that grounding organizational analysis in social problems will trigger new
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innovations and change how we think about theoretical contributions to focus
more on explanation, rather than situating findings within an umbrella theoreti-
cal framework. Generating theoretical insights from the study of social problems
has the potential to unleash organizational analysis from the stifling conformity
imposed by dominant theoretical paradigms, find ways out of theoretical silos,
and lead scholars to rethink what constitutes a theoretical contribution. Finally,
the approach laid out by organizational sociology will encourage organizational
scholars to expand their view of what constitutes an organization and consider
the organization’s place in the broader social world. Undoubtedly, this reposition-
ing of organizations will open up new theoretical possibilities.

NOTES

1. Many organizational theory journals now encourage authors to include a section
about managerial implications at the end of their articles.

2. Granted, not all departments where organizational research takes place today are
as management-dominated as American business schools. European schools of organi-
zational studies or nonprofit management departments introduce key sources of hetero-
geneity in the kind of organizational research that is done, and of course as I show here,
sociology departments continue to be a bastion of organizational research, although less
likely to be labeled as such.
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