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Integrar los objetos y dispositivos materiales en el tratamiento
organizativo del pluralismo institucional: la aportacion de las
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Grenoble Ecole de Management

ABSTRACT

This research note contributes to the con-
ceptual development of neo-institutional
theory by applying the work of scholars
associated with the economies-of-worth
research stream to enhance understanding
of how objects and material devices con-
tribute to stabilising coordination processes
when multiple principles of action coexist
within a single organisation. We demon-
strate that, depending on the responses to
different principles of action constructed by
an organisation and its members, different
objects and material devices are involved.
Specifically, we use empirical examples to
highlight three categories of objects and
material devices: specific, composite and
settlement objects

Keywords: Neo-institutional theory, econ-
omies of worth, institutional pluralism,
objects and material devices, compromise,
local settlement.

BERTRAND VALIORGUE

Université Clermont Auvergne - CRCGM - Chaire Alter-Gouvernance

RESUME

Cette note de recherche contribue au déve-
loppement analytique de la théorie néo-ins-
titutionnelle en mobilisant les économies de
la grandeur pour comprendre comment les
objets et dispositifs matériels participent aux
processus de coordination lorsque plusieurs
principes d’actions coexistent au sein d’une
méme organisation. Nous montrons quen
fonction des réponses au pluralisme des prin-
cipes d’actions construites par I'organisation
et ses membres, différents objets et dispositifs
matériels sont mobilisés. Précisément, nous
mettons en valeur, au travers d’illustrations
empiriques, trois catégories d’objets et dis-
positifs matériels : les objets spécifiques,
composites et d’arrangement.

Mots-Clés : Théorie néo-institutionnelle,
économies de la grandeur, pluralisme ins-
titutionnel, objets et dispositifs matériels,
compromis, arrangement local.

RESUMEN

Esta nota de investigacién contribuye al
desarrollo analitico de la teoria neoinsti-
tucional, movilizando las economias de la
grandeza para entender como participan
los objetos y dispositivos materiales en los
procesos de coordinacién cuando varios
principios de accion coexisten en el seno de
una misma organizacion. Mostramos que,
en funcion de las respuestas al pluralismo
construidas por la organizacion y sus miem-
bros, distintos objetos y dispositivos materia-
les intervienen. En particular, ponemos de
relieve, a través de ilustraciones empiricas,
tres categorias de objetos y dispositivos mate-
riales que intervienen en el tratamiento del
pluralismo institucional: los objetos tipicos,
de compromiso y de acuerdo.

Palabras clave: Teoria neoinstitucional,
economias de la grandeza, pluralismo ins-
titucional, objetos y dispositivos materiales,
compromiso, acuerdo local.

he way an organisation and its members successfully ensure

the coexistence of heterogeneous principles of action cur-
rently lies at the heart of neo-institutional theory (NIT) (Bat-
tilana & Dorado, 2010; Besharov & Smith, 2014; Lounsbury &
Boxenbaum, 2013; McPherson & Sauder, 2013; Smets, Jarzab-
kowski, Burke, & Spee, 2015). Objects and material devices'
are regularly cited amongst the elements that play a central
role in the ability of organisational members to manage this

plurality of principles of action or institutional pluralism?
(Friedland, 2012; Lanzara & Patriotta, 2007; Leca, Huault, &
Boxenbaum, 2015; Tryggestad & Georg, 2011), but little work
documents their roles (Blanc & Huault, 2014; Jones, Boxenbaum,
& Anthony, 2013). This research note contributes to this effort
by building on the conceptual developments of economies of
worth (EW), which are also concerned with how organisations
with heterogeneous principles of action function (Boxenbaum,

* Remerciement:

Nous tenons a remercier les trois relecteurs anonymes pour leurs précieux conseils qui ont permis de préciser les enjeux et résultats de cette recherche. Les aides
et encouragements de Christian Bessy se sont également avérés déterminants dans la réalisation ce travail.

1. Boltanski and Thévenot (1991, p. 179) define material devices as combinations of complex objects.

2. Institutional pluralism refers to the fact that multiple principles of action or institutional logics provide organisational members with different cognitive
systems and practical patterns of collective action (Thornton, Ocasio, & Lounsbury, 2012).
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2014; Cloutier & Langley, 2013; Dansou & Langley, 2013; Leca
& Naccache, 2008; Patriotta, Gond, & Schultz, 2011; Taupin,
2013). We refer to EW in order to understand how objects and
material devices participate in coordination processes when
multiple and heterogeneous principles of action coexist within
an organisation. We show that, depending on the responses to
institutional pluralism enforced by the organisation and its
members, different objects and material devices are used to
resist or promote change within the organisation. Specifically, we
use empirical examples to highlight three categories of objects
and material devices involved in the response to institutional
pluralism: specific, composite and settlement objects.

This research note is divided into three main parts. First,
we show that coordination issues that arise when organisations
face multiple principles of action lie at the heart of both NIT
and EW research streams. Second, we explain that if contribu-
tors to NIT recognise the importance of objects and material
devices for solving the difficulties generated by the presence
of multiple principles of action, they have to date done little to
document the nature of these objects and their roles. Third, we
show how EW could contribute to filling the ‘material gap” in
NIT research by focusing the analysis and developing research
on three categories of objects and material devices.

Understanding collective coordination issues
associated with institutional pluralism

Until recently, there was no dialogue between NIT and EW, even
though NIT research focused on key and historic EW issues
(Daudigeos & Valiorgue, 2010). Both theoretical frameworks
study the ability of members of the same organisation to ensure
that heterogeneous and potentially contradictory principles
of action coexist within an organisation (Boxenbaum, 2014;
Brandl, Daudigeos, Edwards, & Pernkopf-Konhiusner, 2014;
Cloutier & Langley, 2013; Taupin, 2013).

For NIT, the issue of multiple principles of action crossing
organisations has historically been embodied in the work of
Friedland and Alford, who call on institutional theorists to
‘bring back society’ and all its diverse values in organisational
theories (Friedland & Alford, 1991). In the first instance, studies
of institutional pluralism focus their analyses not at the level of
an organisation and its members, but at the level of the organi-
sational fields. In particular, it is the concept of ‘institutional
logic’, defined as ‘the socially constructed, historical patterns of
material practices, assumptions, values, beliefs, and rules by which
individuals produce and reproduce their material subsistence,
organize time and space, and provide meaning to their social reality’
(Thornton & Ocasio, 2008, p. 101), that opens up new research
perspectives on institutional pluralism. For Friedland and Alford,
Western societies and the organisations that constitute them
are intersected by five major institutional logics or principles
of action that support cognition and action: the bureaucratic
state, Christianity, democracy, the capitalist market and families
(Friedland & Alford, 1991). These ideal types of institutional logics
have since been developed by Thornton, Ocasio and Lounsbury,
who differentiate community, enterprise, the state, family, the
market, the profession and religion (Thornton, 2004; Thornton
et al., 2012). Following this perspective, researchers have docu-
mented how progressive change of instiutional logics within an

organisational field leads to changes of cognitive frames, practices
and structures at the level of organisations within the field in
question (see Cloutier and Langley, 2013, for an overview). For
example, Thornton and Ocasio have studied how the adoption
of a market logic in the publishing sector has led to changes in
terms of organisational structures and the way in which managers
are succeeded (Thornton & Ocasio, 1999). Successive empirical
studies have progressively demonstrated that an organisational
field is not a homogeneous space but is intersected by multiple
principles of action, and that the sustained supremacy of one
institutional logic over others is the exception rather than the
rule (Daudigeos, Boutinot & Jaumier, 2013; Goodrick & Reay,
2011; Greenwood, Raynard, Kodeih, Micelotta, & Lounsbury,
2011; Kraatz & Block, 2008).

Drawing on this, more recent works set aside references to
organisational fields, instead positioning the analysis of responses
to institutional pluralism at the level of organisations (Battilana
& Dorado, 2010; Battilana & Lee, 2014; Battilana, Sengul, Pache,
& Model, 2015). Authors document how an organisation and its
members successfully ensure the coexistence of heterogeneous
principles of action. In the examples of a recruitment company
and a microfinance organisation, Battilana and colleagues sug-
gest that coordination rules are defined not at the level of the
organisational field but within the organisation. The socialisation
process of new recruits becomes a key process in assisting new
members to better integrate the complexity arising from the
presence of multiple principles of action (Battilana & Dorado,
2010; Pache & Santos, 2010). Other studies show how hetere-
geneous principles of action coexist within an organisation ona
discretionary basis, without organisational members seeking to
establish a permanent solution (Pache & Santos, 2013). Internal
negotiation spaces are thus developed so that solutions may be
found and tested by organisational members (Battilana et al.,
2015). Some research also examines the individual strategies
and behaviour of organisational members, and studies the daily
practices of these individuals for tackling the complexity gen-
erated by the presence of different principles of action (Smets
& Jarzabkowski, 2013; Smets et al., 2015; Voronov, De Clercq,
& Hinings, 2013).

When it comes to EW, the question of multiple principles
of action crossing organisations has historically been a cen-
tral issue (Boltanski & Chiapello, 1999; Boltanski & Thévenot,
1989, 1991; Daudigeos & Valiorgue, 2010; Jagd, 2011; Thévenot,
2006). Within the EW conceptual framework, organisations are
treated ‘not as unified entities characterised in terms of spheres
of activity, systems of actors or fields, but as composite assem-
blages that include arrangements deriving from different worlds’
(Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006, p. 18). These worlds that intersect
organisations correspond to different principles of action. They
provide organisational members with practical advice as well as
with criteria and cognitive frames for assessing collective action
(Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006; Cloutier & Langley, 2013; Patriotta
et al.,2011). According to EW scholars, organisational members
have cognitive capacities that enable them to justify, assess and
judge a given principle of action (Pernkopf-Konhéusner, 2014).
EW distinguish eight different worlds or principles of action
that act as a cognitive and assessment tool for organisational
members to judge and justify collective action: civic, domestic,
environmental, industrial, inspired, market, fame and project
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(Boltanski & Chiapello, 1999; Boltanski & Thévenot, 1991;
Lafaye & Thévenot, 1993) and ‘it is precisely the plurality of the
mechanisms deriving from the various worlds that accounts
for the tensions that pervade these organisations’ (Boltanski &
Thévenot, 2006, p. 18-19).

The EW theoretical contribution is not limited to identifying
and describing the content of different worlds or principles of
action, as the authors demonstrate the different processes enabling
individuals to form agreements and secure compromises between
different principles of action, thereby enabling collective action
(Boltanski & Thévenot, 1991; Patriotta et al., 2011). EW offer a
vision of collective action in which agreements and disputes
between individuals arise not only from the confrontation of
principles of action, but also from situated disputes and agree-
ments that rest ‘on the involvement of human beings and objects’
(Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006, p. 128). Thus, organisations may be
analysed as composite collective action devices that incorpor-
ate ‘very diverse beings - persons, institutions, tools, machines,
rule-governed arrangements, methods of payment, acronyms
and names, and so forth - [that] turn out to be connected and
arranged in relation to one another in groupings that are suffi-
ciently coherent for their involvement to be judged effective, for
the expected process to be carried out, and for the situations to
unfold correctly’ (Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006, p. 41).

Through these developments, we see that one issue inter-
sects both streams of research - that is, how members of one
organisation can act together in the presence of multiple and
heterogeneous principles of action. The table below, adapted
from Cloutier and Langley, shows the responses implemented
by organisations and their members to tackle the heterogeneous
principles of action identified by the authors of each theoretical
framework (Cloutier & Langley, 2013).

In this way, NIT and EW share the view of organisations as
composite modes of collective action where the meaning and
values that guide individuals are collectively constructed within
a pluralist institutional context (Boxenbaum, 2014). As shown in
Table 1, both theoretical frameworks offer very similar solutions
for addressing issues related to the presence of multiple princi-
ples of action within one organisation: domination, compromise
and localised settlements for EW; and radical change of logic,
hybridity and discretionary coexistence for NIT. However, a
notable difference emerges because — contrary to the situation
in NIT - objects and material devices play a central role in the
response to institutional pluralism in EW.

Objects and material devices as a blind spot in NIT

Recently, many studies have called on NIT authors to pay more
attention to material aspects and the role of objects in their
analyses of the dynamics of institutions (Cloutier & Langley,
2013; Friedland, 2012, 2013; Jones et al., 2013; Leca et al., 2015).
Whereas Thornton, Ocasio and Lounsbury define institutional
logics by their symbolic and material aspects (Thornton et al.,
2012), Jones et al. (2013) stress that most theoretical and empirical
studies neglect the material dimension of institutional logics
(Jones et al., 2013). The review completed by the three authors
demonstrates that most research on the material aspects of
institutional logics centres on practices and structures, and
very rarely on objects and material devices (Jones et al., 2013).
In their view, this blind spot is problematic as it constitutes ‘a
weakness of institutional logics research, one that may impede
theory development of the multidimensionality of logics. The
absence of material objects in conceptual formulations may
impede empirical investigations of how practices and structures
become anchored in organizations, which in turn may truncate
our understanding of how logics operate across time, space,
dimensions, and levels of analysis’(Jones et al., 2013, p. 69).
Friedland makes the same observation when he highlights
the absence of ‘institutional objects’ and notes that ‘primacy is
given to practices; objects — although sometimes mentioned — are
analytically inactive and invisible’ (Friedland, 2012, p. 589).
According to Friedland, this omission is problematic because
institutional logics are ‘constellations of practices, identities and
objects’ (Friedland, 2012, p. 588) that are profoundly linked to
one another and that are difficult to separate. The institutional
logics that intersect an organisation are anchored in practices,
and rely on objects and material devices inasmuch as they bring
them into existence by conferring on them a particular meaning
and function (Friedland, 2012, p. 590).

It is clear to Friedland that objects and material devices are
directly connected to institutional logics and that, depending
on their nature, they will play different roles. He demonstrates
that certain objects — such as telephones, shoes and trombones
- are not linked to specific institutional logic a priori and that
they navigate without any difficulty from one institutional logic
to another. They are able to adjust with a high level of flexibility
to the intentions, projects and identities of the individuals who
wish to follow new principles of collective action. Others, by
contrast, are strongly associated with an institutional logic,
and their presence indicates a frailty within, dispute with, or
transformation of an agreement previously set by organisational

TABLE 1

Institutional pluralism and organisational responses, according to Cloutier and Langley (2013)

Response to pluralism

Type 1:
Elimination of pluralism

One world takes precedence over another and ends
up dominating it. The other world’s principles of
action are abandoned.

Eradication of institutional pluralism; one institutional
logic is imposed over the others.

Type 2:
Compromise

Compromise between two worlds; the actors reach
an agreement that reduces tensions. The two worlds
coexist through compromise.

Hybridisation of two institutional logics; the
organisation has found a balance that enables two
logics to coexist.

Type 3:
Localised settlements

Localised agreements and temporary arrangements
between two worlds; agreement on disagreements.

Selective coexistence of two institutional logics;
tensions are balanced via juxtaposition or decoupling.
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members. For example, Friedland refers to the conflict created
by the introduction of patents in university laboratories. These
patents mark the university’s shift towards a market logic
(Friedland, 2012, p. 591). Thus, changes of certain objects are
mediums through which institutional balance is transformed.
The integration of a new principle of action therefore occurs
by transforming or reshaping objects and material devices.
Conversely, changing objects or integrating new objects leads
to a re-examination of the compromises made between institu-
tional logics, and this development involves the task of redefining
discourses, cognitive frames, values and identities of actors.

Friedland’s recent work opens the path to a broader view of
objects and material devices at the heart of the NIT theoretical
apparatus (Friedland, 2012, 2013). In particular, the role of objects
in responding to institutional pluralism within organisations
still needs to be fully clarified with regard to the nature of the
different objects involved as well as to their roles within the
different responses to institutional pluralism specified above
(cf. Table 1). Between the objects that offer no opposition and the
objects that signal a major institutional change, it would seem
possible to develop a more detailed analysis of the role that objects
play in the response constructed by organisational members.
The contribution of EW is witnessed in this important regard,
as this theoretical stream offers insights into distinguishing
between different categories of objects and material devices,
as well as into their roles in the construction of organisational
responses to multiple principles of action.

The contribution of EW on the nature and role of
objects in response to institutional pluralism

Whereas NIT primarily examines the response to institutional
pluralism via cognitive changes and changes of practice (Fried-
land, 2012, 2013; Leca et al., 2015), the study of the role of objects
and material devices in response to this very same challenge has
historically been an integral part of the research programme of
EW (Boltanski & Chiapello, 1999; Boltanski & Thévenot, 1989,
1991; Conein, Dodier, & Thévenot, 1993; Dodier, 1993; Livet &
Thévenot, 1994; Thévenot, 1990, 2006). Boltanski and Thévenot
explain: ‘we seek to show how persons confront uncertainty by
making use of objects to establish orders and, conversely, how they
consolidate objects by attaching them to the orders constructed’
(Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006, p. 17). In order to construct and
stabilise compromises between multiple principles of action,
the members of an organisation ‘rely on things, objects, and
devices that are used as stable preferences for carrying out tests

and trials’ (Boltanski & Chiapello, 1999, p. 367). In this way,
EW have progressively updated a ‘repertoire’ of objects and
material devices that play differentiated roles in responding
to multiple principles of action (Boltanski & Chiapello, 1999;
Boltanski & Thévenot, 1989, 1991). Three major categories of
objects and material devices are identifiable through the specific
roles they play in responding to pluralism.

SPECIFIC OBJECTS AND THE DOMINATION OF ONE
PRINCIPLE OF ACTION

One of the first categories of objects presented by EW brings
together objects and material devices that are strongly associated
and intertwined with a given principle of action. Authors refer to
specific objects and material devices to refer to these material enti-
ties that characterise a principle of action (Boltanski & Thévenot,
2006, p. 142). These objects form ‘a coherent and self-sufficient
world, a nature’ (Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006, p. 40). In Table 2
below, we present the specific objects and material devices attached
to the different principles of action or worlds outlined in the
work of Boltanski and Thévenot (Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006).

These specific objects play an important role in helping
organisational members to assess the situation in which they are
immersed. Indeed, ‘when [specific] objects, or their combination
in more complicated arrangements, are arrayed with subjects, in
situations that hold together, they may be said to help objectify
the worth of the persons involved. All objects can be treated as
the trappings or mechanisms of worth, whether they are rules,
diplomas, codes, tools, buildings, machines, or take some other
form’ (Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006, p. 142).

Each principle of action has a more or less developed rep-
ertoire of specific objects, which makes it easier or more diffi-
cult for individuals to assess a situation. Specific objects are
particularly hostile to multiple principles of action and do not
tolerate competition. The presence of other specific objects from
a different principle of action creates tension because it indicates
the emergence of new forms of assessing and coordinating col-
lective action. A conflict develops between specific objects; this
accompanies disputes between organisational members regard-
ing values and perceptions. In the event that one principle of
action takes precedence over another within an organisation, it
is clear to EW that the specific objects associated with the mode
of action in decline will be progressively criticised and devalued,
to the advantage of the objects and material devices of the new
principle of action. These relational disputes and the domin-
ation of specific objects by others is well demonstrated in the

TABLE 2
Specific objects and principles of action, as put forward by Boltanski and Thévenot (1991);
Chiapello and Boltanski (1999); and Lafaye and Thévenot (1993)

Domestic

Environmental‘ Industrial

‘ Inspirational ‘ Market ‘ Fame ‘ By project

Elections, laws, | Good Pollution Tools, machinery, Bodies, drugs, | Luxury Media, brands, | Alliance,
committees, manners, indicators factories, methods, | tables items, campaigns, partnership
lists, decrees, etiquette, Inventory of plans, norms, wealth, messages, Sub-
codes, titles, risks tasks, factors material | press, contracting
tribunals, classes, gifts, of production, goods brochures,

tracts ratification calendars interviews Neurones,

synapses
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work of Lafaye, who studied the impact of a change of political
majority on the functioning of a municipality (Lafaye, 1989).

Lafaye demonstrates how, with the arrival of a new secretary
general at the head of municipal services, ‘domestic modes of
action previously founded on tradition, characterised by employee
seniority and the dominance of family ties, [are] dismantled in
order to be replaced by industrial practices (fixed hours of work,
reliance on competence criteria for recruitment, establishment
of internal regulations, etc.)’ (Lafaye, 1989, p. 49). Under the
thrust of the new direction, municipal employees are faced with
an ‘industrial’ principle of action to develop ‘rational services
management’; the process that is initiated demands ‘a purging of
work situations to the sole interest of industrial efficiency’ (Lafaye,
1989, p. 49). This purging profoundly impacts the objects and
material devices that are associated with a domestic principle
of action; it is applied, in the first instance and symbolically,
to the office of the former secretary general. The new secretary
general does his utmost to eradicate his predecessor’s office,
which he dismisses as being ‘very cluttered’ and as operating
in a way that favours inefficiency. The tension resulting from
a dispute between the domestic principle of action (deemed to
be outmoded) and the industrial principle of action (deemed
to be modern) leads the secretary general to ‘eradicate the items
and objects belonging to the previous logic’ (Lafaye, 1989, p. 51).
As Lafaye highlights, this reorganisation of municipal services
‘involves the creation and implementation of tools and instruments
that are able to establish the industrial worth of the municipal
services’ (Lafaye, 1989, p. 57); all the objects associated with
the domestic principle of action are eliminated and rejected.

COMPOSITE OBJECTS AND THE CONSTRUCTION OF
COMPROMISE BETWEEN HETEROGENEOUS PRINCIPLES
OF ACTION

An organisation is rarely constructed on the basis of only one
principle of action; rather, it incorporates many different and
potentially conflicting ones (Boltanski & Chiapello, 1999;
Boltanski & Thévenot, 1989, 1991). Constructing compromises
is a way to ensure the sustainable coexistence of the modes of
action of different principles within the organisation. Accord-
ing to EW, this requires ‘composite objects’ that will create and
sustain a compromise over time (Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006,
p. 225). Thévenot highlights that ‘creating a compromise may
involve an individual favouring a balance between two principles
of action, but its sustained stability requires tools and devices’
(Thévenot, 1996, p. 10). These tools and devices take the form
of composite objects that strengthen the compromise between
heterogeneous principles of action because they are endowed
‘with their own identity in such a way that their form will no
longer be recognizable if one of the disparate elements of which
they are formed is removed’ (Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006, p. 278).
They make it possible ‘to suspend a clash - a dispute involving
more than one world — without settling it through recourse to a
test in just one of the worlds. The situation remains composite
but a clash is averted. Beings that matter in different worlds are
maintained in presence, but their identification does not provoke
a dispute’ (Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006, p. 277). Composite
objects support a common good that goes beyond the principles
of action in dispute.

These composite objects and the compromises they support
are well documented by Boisard and Letablier, who studied
the transformation of the modes of production of Camembert
within a Normandy dairy cooperative that struck a compromise
in order to produce a traditional Camembert using cutting-edge
industrial tools (Boisard & Letablier, 1987, 1989). Contrary to
the earlier example, the members of this organisation sought to
create a compromise between ‘domestic’ and ‘industrial’ prin-
ciples of action. In order to successfully strike a compromise
that respected both the traditional norms recognised by the
AOQP (Appellation d’Origine Protégée) and standardised mass
production aimed at creating a larger client base, the organi-
sational members - after many years and much trial and error
- developed a new Camembert casting machine. This respects
the norms of traditional production with respect to the shape
of moulds, fermentation temperature, and length of ageing,
whilst simultaneously enabling mass production. The casting
machine is ‘as described by its creators, a device that simultan-
eously meets domestic and industrial requirements’ (Boisard &
Letablier, 1989, p. 214). It is ‘subject to fluctuating descriptions
depending on whether focus is placed on its ability to emulate
the traditional cast or on its productive capacity and industrial
performance’ (Boisard & Letablier, 1989, p. 214). In the case of
the dairy, ‘the striking of a compromise requires the establishment
of composite material devices that borrow from both nature and
activities, by people able to act in accordance with the norms of
both the industrial investment formula and the domestic formula.
The construction and use of the casting machine illustrates this
activity’ (Boisard & Letablier, 1989, p. 214). The casting machine
produces ‘compromise’ Camembert that carries a traditional
certification label and has the industrial characteristics of uni-
formity and consistency. It allows organisational members to
sustain the two heterogeneous principles of action (domestic
and industrial) over time without generating conflicts within
- and challenge by - either one world or the other.

SETTLEMENT OBJECTS AND THE CONSTRUCTION OF
A LOCALISED SOLUTION

The construction of compromise via the mobilisation of com-
posite objects that support them is the expression of organi-
sational members’ willingness to find a common good. The
organisational members deem it possible and necessary to
find a harmonious compromise between multiple principles
of action in the interests of all concerned. EW suggest another
way of responding to the multiplicity of principles of action. It
is alocalised agreement between organisational members who
share a temporary understanding based on their interests. This
time, it is not the common good that is sought, but situational
agreement ‘between two parties that refers to their mutual
satisfaction rather than a general good (“you do this, which is
good for me; I do that, which is good for you”) (Boltanski &
Thévenot, 2006, p. 336). Organisational members ‘reach an
understanding — a momentary, local understanding - in such
a way that the disagreement is smoothed over even though it is
not resolved by reference to a common association’ (Boltanski
& Thévenot, 2006, p. 33).

The agreement is valid for a period of time and depends
on given actors, without any pretence to being extended and
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publicly defended. Organisational members agree amongst
themselves ‘to bring a disagreement over worth to an end
without exhausting the issue, without really resolving the
quarrel’ (Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006, p. 128). As with com-
promise, the construction of a localised solution requires
tools and the use of specific objects. Here, we use the term
‘settlement objects’ to designate the category of objects that
permit organisational members to find localised and tem-
porary solutions to integrating multiple principles of action
in line with their interests and particular projects (Boltanski
& Thévenot, 1991, pp. 336-338).

These settlement objects can be seen in the work of Girard
and Stark (Girard & Stark, 2003), who - using analytical
developments within the EW theoretical framework - exam-
ine the sources of innovation through ethnographic research
carried out within a web agency. For Girard and Stark (2003,
p. 80), an organisation’s innovative potential ‘may be most
fully realized when different organizational principles coexist
in an active rivalry within the firm®. By rivalry, we do not refer
to competing camps and factions, but to coexisting logics and
frames of action. The organization of diversity is an active and
sustained engagement in which there is more than one way
to organize, label, interpret and evaluate the same or similar
activity.” In the absence of a centralised agreement, this sus-
tainable coexistence of different, heterogeneous principles of
action requires a by-project management method, based on
very specific objects and material devices. In fact, each project
unites a certain number of actors from different departments
who use different principles of action: business managers
linked to the market principle of action, designers linked to
the inspirational principle of action, and programmers and
data processors linked to the industrial principle of action.
No compromise is agreed at the organisational scale between
different organisational members. It is the project manage-
ment guide and the planning time schedule that prove to be
the key material devices for uniting the various members
involved in harmonising and reaching localised agreements
that apply only for a limited time and to a specific project.
This project management guide invites the various project
members to work independently in order to be as creative as
possible within their respective fields, whilst also insisting
on the need to meet deadlines and set aside time for meetings
and consultation, so that each actor liaises with the other
parties participating in the project: ‘I present to you accounts
of my work so that you can take my problems and goals into
account in yours. We do what works to make it work. We need
to talk to get the job done, but to get the job done we need to
stop talking and get to work. We give reasons and explain the
rationale but always use multiple rationalities. We do not end
disputation so much as suspend it. To build web sites, we make
settlement’ (Girard & Stark, 2003, pp. 99-100). In the absence
of compromise, settlement objects are indispensable to the
coexistence of different principles of action. Without their
existence, collective action is difficult as actors are unable to
agree and cooperate with one another.

Conclusion

A growing number of scholars highlight the paradoxical and
problematic relationship of the NIT research stream with objects
and material devices. Whereas the role of this research stream
in response to institutional pluralism is continually raised, little
work has theoretically addressed or empirically described the
role of objects and material devices. The purpose of this research
note is to bridge this gap by engaging the theoretical framework
of EW. Researchers associated with the EW research stream have
demonstrated that - depending on the responses constructed by
an organisation and its members (the elimination of opposing
logics, compromise between logics, or localised agreements)
- different objects and material devices intervene to resist or
support internal change within the organisation. Specifically, we
highlight in this paper three categories of objects and material
devices that play a role in responding to institutional pluralism
within organisations. Specific objects are associated with a given
principle of action, and the introduction of a new principle of
action is accompanied by the introduction of associated specific
objects and competition with pre-existing specific objects. Com-
posite objects embody and sustain organisational compromise
over time. They support a common good that transcends rival
principles of action. Finally, settlement objects sustain localised
agreements between organisational members that are temporary
and founded on specific interests. These results suggest that
EW can, in many ways, contribute to NIT research on how
institutional pluralism is managed within organisations. First
of all, EW offer a typology of objects and material devices that
reflect their varied natures. Then, they allow for an examination
of the role of these different objects in how the various types of
organisational response to institutional pluralism are formed.
Finally, they open the door to understanding objects not simply
as indicators that make it possible to grasp the institutional
logics in play, but also as elements directly involved in the
response to institutional pluralism alongside organisational
members (Chiapello & Gilbert, 2013; Livet & Thévenot, 1994;
de Vaujany, Mitev, Lanzara & Mukherjee, 2015).
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