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ABSTRACT KEYWORDS
While institutional logics theory has increasingly been applied in higher Institutional logics;
education research, especially in the past five years, agreement is institutional theory;

lacking on how to approach institutional logics analysis. This results in organisation studies;
proliferating institutional logics in higher education studies and often ~ University; literature review
confuses newcomers to the field as to how to use institutional logics in
their empirical research. As a response to this situation, our study
outlines the state-of-the-art application of institutional logics in higher
education studies through scrutinising 59 articles that apply
institutional logics in organisation studies in the field of higher
education. Specifically, we ask the following research questions: What
approaches to institutional logics analysis are used in higher education
studies? What institutional logics are identified/applied in higher
education studies? What challenges are evident in applying institutional
logics in higher education studies? How does the use of institutional
logics in higher education research contribute to institutional logics
theory? The most profound outcomes of our literature analysis are: First,
we construct a novel typology of approaches to institutional logics
analysis that is positioned on two-dimensions: the reasoning applied
(deductive vs. inductive), and the level at which the logic is examined
(societal vs. field/local); Second, we create an exhaustive list of
institutional logics (over 50) applied and identified in these studies;
Third, we discover major challenges in using institutional logics in
higher education research. Finally, we clearly define societal-level and
field-level logics and suggest a rationalisation of institutional logics
approaches in order to fully utilise the explanatory power of
institutional logics.

Introduction

Institutional logics were introduced to organisation studies by Alford and Friedland (1985) who
described how contradictory practices and beliefs inherent in modern Western societies shape indi-
viduals’ actions in the political arena. The concept was popularised in their contribution, ‘Bringing
Society Back In: Symbols, Practices, and Institutional Contradictions’ (Friedland and Alford 1991)
where they further developed institutional logics in the context of exploring the interrelationships
between individuals, organisations, and society. Meanwhile, they identified five key institutional
logics - the bureaucratic state, the capitalist market, the nuclear family, democracy, and religion in
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the form of Christianity. Since then, there has been a significant increase in publications applying
institutional logics (Reay and Jones 2016).

Thornton and colleagues went on to apply institutional logics to account for the complexity of
institutional changes in an institutional system (Thornton and Ocasio 1999; Thornton, Ocasio, and
Lounsbury 2012). Here, institutional logics are defined as ‘the socially constructed, historical patterns
of material practices, assumptions, values, beliefs, and rules by which individuals produce and repro-
duce their material subsistence, organise time and space, and provide meaning to their social reality’
(Thornton and Ocasio 1999, 804). Thornton (2004) initially extended Friedland and Alford’s (1991)
five logics to six institutional logics — the state, the market, the family, religion, the profession,
and the corporation, in which the democracy logic proposed by Friedland and Alford was
dropped out. Later Thornton, Ocasio, and Lounsbury (2012) added one more logic - community —
to form seven ideal types of institutional logics (Ocasio, Thornton, and Lounsbury 2017). These
seven institutional logics embody the classic formulation of logics, each of which is tightly
coupled to a small number of clearly identified societal institutions.

The use of institutional logics in higher education studies is a relatively new phenomenon. In a
systematic literature review on the use of institutional theory in higher education, Cai and Mehari
(2015) found that most higher education studies applying institutional theory refer to ‘new’ institu-
tionalism with a focus on, for example, isomorphism and structuration processes, while more
recently developed insights such as institutional entrepreneurship/work and institutional logics
were rarely applied. Nevertheless, Cai and Mehari (2015) predicted a tendency towards the popular-
ity of institutional logics in higher education research. In his review of selected higher education
studies applying institutional logics, Lepori (2016) affirmed the potential of institutional logics
theory for the study of higher education. He concluded that ‘logics theory could provide a more
nuanced and flexible framework, which takes into account the role of (embedded) human agency
and the multi-level nature of societal dynamics’ (245). The institutional logics perspective is particu-
larly useful in higher education research because higher education is one of those ‘arenas long noted
for the dominance of professionals’ (Dacin, Goodstein, and Scott 2002, 49) but increasingly rep-
resents a complex institutional system containing plural and even contesting institutional logics
(Bastedo 2009; Shields and Watermeyer 2020). These changes and contestation mean that the
higher education field offers a sufficient body of institutional logics research for analysis.

While the concept of institutional logics has grown in popularity (including in higher education
studies) due to its usefulness in helping researchers navigate complexity in studies of stable,
dynamic, or emerging fields, even the originators of institutional logics themselves have identified
‘sources of confusion’ within the concept (Thornton, Ocasio, and Lounsbury 2012, 4). Suddaby
(2010, 15) expresses a concern that ‘any change, however slight, is now ‘institutional”, and we
echo this concern in the area of institutional logics where any system of meaning is deemed an ‘insti-
tutional logic’, ignoring the need for ‘profound’, or field-level change (Dacin, Goodstein, and Scott
2002). Durand and Thornton (2018) point out that the ‘identification and operationalisation [of insti-
tutional logics] are not at the same level of refinement and systematic analysis as in the categories
literature’ leading to delays in the development of ‘new generalisable concepts’. (650). Ocasio,
Thornton, and Lounsbury (2017) express concern that the proliferation of institutional logics articles
has occasioned confusion as to the conceptualisation and application of the institutional logics per-
spective. In doing so, they call for more research ‘on the degree of coherence of institutional logics
[and how they are] differentiated from societal logics.” (Ocasio, Thornton, and Lounsbury 2017, 511).

Such a problem is even more salient in higher education research. Lepori (2016) found that most
higher education studies ‘have not fully mobilised the analytical potential of the approach and the
methods developed by mainstream logics studies’ (246-247). This is compounded by divergences in
how institutional logics are applied in empirical analyses (Reay and Jones 2016) ranging from those
that follow the ideal types identified in the classic logics literature to those that define new logics
idiosyncratic to their specific research settings. As noted by Reay and Jones (2016), ‘... different
authors reveal and interpret institutional logics in diverse ways, and despite the large volume of
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studies about logics, there is very limited discussion about how they can be identified, described,
and measured’ (442).

Reay and Jones (2016) identified three techniques, used by researchers in organisation studies to
qualitatively capture institutional logics, namely (1) pattern deducing, (2) pattern matching, and (3)
pattern inducing. These different approaches expose a tension in institutional logics studies. On the
one hand, rigorous application of the seven classic institutional logics can more fully mobilise the
analytical potential of institutional logics helping to ‘discern a logic and distinguish among logics,
demonstrating when multiple logics are at play in a field or organisation and revealing institutional
complexity’ (Reay and Jones 2016, 452). On the other hand, the theoretical development of insti-
tutional logics ‘is continuing to grow through these multiple approaches’ (Reay and Jones 2016, 452).

So far, little is known about the efforts of higher education researchers to trace the development
of institutional logics theory and apply it in their research to better understand the nature of higher
education institutions. To fill this gap, we analyse the use of institutional logics in higher education
studies by asking the following research questions:

What approaches to institutional logics analysis are used in higher education studies?

What institutional logics are identified/applied in higher education studies?

What challenges are evident in applying institutional logics in higher education studies?

How does the use of institutional logics in higher education research contribute to institutional
logics theory?

W=

Methodology

As our goal was to analyse literature where institutional logics are applied in higher education
studies, we selected the systematic literature review as our methodology. This approach offers
both transparency and rigour (Greenhalgh et al. 2004) in the attempt to answer a pre-defined
research question. We followed the six steps of a systematic review process as suggested by
Aguinis, Ramani, and Alabduljader (2017): 1. Determine the goal and scope of the review; 2. Deter-
mine the procedure to select journals for inclusion; 3. Calibrate source selection process through
inter-coder agreement; 4. Select sources using process identified in step three; 5. Calibrate
content extraction process through inter-coder agreement; and 6. Extract relevant content using
multiple coders.

We selected a Web of Science search due to its coverage of key databases including citation
indices, conference proceedings indices, and book citation indices from Science, Social Science,
and Arts and Humanities; as well as the Emerging Sources Citation Index. We acknowledge that
this may miss some niche higher education journals and may bias our results towards discipline-
embedded research rather than pure higher education research. We believe, however, that this
method preserves the systematic nature and replicability of our review. We used a combination
of keywords of ‘institutional logics’ and ‘higher education’ (included in all fields) and applied
inclusion/exclusion criteria as set out in Table 1 below:

The formal search, conducted on 17 September 2020, resulted in 87 publications. After a detailed
review of these publications, we excluded 28 articles and selected 59 articles fitting our purpose (See
PRISMA flowchart in Figure 1 and a full list of the articles in Appendix I).

We qualitatively reviewed the full text of the 59 articles. Our initial coding resulted in the categ-
orisation of data mainly in the following aspects: 1) the number of, and names given to, the logics
identified; 2) whether and how these logics had been defined by the authors; 3) the contributions
claimed by the authors to institutional theory; 4) the type of paper in terms of research method;
5) the approaches to identifying/applying institutional logics; 6) the disciplinary field of the publish-
ing journal. While our coding was primarily inductive, we did compare our analysis concerning the
fifth category with Reay and Jones's (2016) three approaches of capturing institutional logics.
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Table 1. Inclusion/exclusion criteria.

Criteria Include Exclude Rationale
Date e Published between 1985 and e« Articles published in 1984 or  Introduction of institutional logics by
2020 earlier Friedland and Alford in 1985
e Articles without a year of
publication
Language e Articles in English e Article published in a Authors ability to understand and
language other than English analyse the content
Setting o Articles identifying e Articles that did not focus on  Study specific criteria: to investigate
institutional logics in the a higher education setting. institutional logics analysis in the field
higher education setting of higher education
Study design e Articles that utilise the o Articles that did not employ  Study specific criteria: to investigate
explanatory power of institutional logics as a lens institutional logics analysis in the field
institutional logics for analysis. of higher education
Database o Web of Science articles o Databases that are not WoS provides wide coverage and
selection included in Web of Science replicability.

The number of articles that investigate institutional logics in the field of higher education has
increased over time — in particular over the latter half of the last decade (see Figure 2). Most of
the papers are qualitative studies (48), although there are 3 conceptual papers, 6 use the quantitative
method and 2 apply mixed methods.

Approaches to institutional logics analysis in higher education studies
Reflections on Reay and Jones’s categorisation

When categorising the approaches of institutional logics analysis used in higher education literature,
we initially applied the framework of Reay and Jones (2016), who identify the following three tech-
niques used to qualitatively capture institutional logics based on their discussions with many authors
of institutional logics studies: 1) Pattern deducing: ‘Gather large volume of data (primarily text),
convert text to countable occurrences, and use analytic methods to reveal patterns’ (Reay and
Jones 2016, 443); 2) Pattern matching: ‘Identify patterns (ideal type of logics) from extant literature
and then compare data to ideal type’ (ibid.); and 3) Pattern inducing: ‘Focus on raw data using
bottom-up process to identify patterns (logics) that can then be compared with extant literature’
(ibid.).

Our findings indicate that although Reay and Jones’s (2016) framework is useful in observing
approaches to institutional logics analysis, the articles in our review do not cleanly match their
three categories. Few of the studies that we reviewed were based on the big volume data that
characterises ‘pattern deducing’. The studies closest to pattern deducing were those that were
based on the qualitative analysis of a reasonable number of interviews/documents. ‘Pattern match-
ing’ is evident in organisational analysis in higher education but with two distinct application
approaches. The first uses societal logics as described in classic institutional logics literature
(Alford and Friedland 1985; Friedland and Alford 1991; Thornton 2004; Thornton and Ocasio 1999;
Thornton, Ocasio, and Lounsbury 2012) as guiding frameworks. The second uses field-level logics
identified by influential scholars in the field (e.g. Gumport 2000; Berman 2011). Regarding ‘pattern
inducing’, we did find many studies that used a bottom-up process to identify ‘new’ logics in
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Figure 1. PRISMA flowchart.
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Figure 2. Numbers of articles applying institutional logics by year.
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higher education studies. However, few of them went on to discuss how these identified new logics
‘can then be compared with the extant literature’ as a characteristic of ‘pattern inducing’ noted by
Reay and Jones (2016).

Our categorisation highlights three areas in which Reay and Jones (2016) framework could be
further elaborated. Firstly, there is a difference between capturing institutional logics as discussed
by Reay and Jones (2016) and higher education research using institutional logics as focused on
in our study. Capturing institutional logics is about how researchers identify, describe and
measure the logics (Reay and Jones 2016), whereas applying institutional logics in higher education
study entails both capturing institutional logics and applying the logics for organisational analysis in
empirical investigations. Secondly, we struggled to find a clear boundary between the three tech-
niques as described by Reay & Jones. Although Reay and Jones (2016) provide a detailed comparison
between the three techniques, we find overlaps between them. For instance, when describing
characteristics of ‘pattern deducing’, Reay and Jones (2016) emphasise the use of analytical tech-
niques to reveal patterns out of a big amount of data (primarily text). However, this kind of analysis
could be done either in an inductive manner, which shares the same methodological ground of
‘pattern inducing’, or being guided by ideal types, which is the main feature of ‘pattern matching’.
Third, while Reay and Jones (2016) see ideal-type institutional logics as societal-level logics, the ideal
types of institutional logics considered by higher education researchers are at both societal-level and
field-level.

A new typology

Our analysis reveals that the approaches to institutional logics analysis in higher education studies
can be better positioned on a two-dimension typology (Figure 3). In the first dimension, we dis-
tinguish two ways of identifying institutional logics that are respectively associated with inductive
and deductive reasoning. The former maps onto the ‘bottom-up process’ to identify institutional
logics referred to by Reay and Jones (2016), while the latter is largely in line with ‘pattern matching’,
where researchers ‘identify patterns (ideal type of logics) from extant literature’ (Reay and Jones
2016, 443).

In the second dimension, we contextualise the use of the institutional logics approach based on
whether the logics are identified at the societal or field level. Thornton, Ocasio, and Lounsbury (2012)
posit that institutional logics concern inter-institutional systems at macro, meso and micro levels
(Thornton, Ocasio, and Lounsbury 2012). Therefore, organisational analysis requires both societal
and field-level logics; ‘Field-level logics are both embedded in societal-level logics and subject to
field-level processes that generate distinct forms of instantiation, variation, and combination of
societal logics’ (Thornton, Ocasio, and Lounsbury 2012, 148).

The divisions between the approaches are not, however, always so clean cut. We did find some
rare studies that use more integrated approaches. We have allocated the 59 articles to the quadrant
associated with the primary approach employed. As shown in Figure 3, for each institutional logics
approach, studies employ a range of research methods. While the approach of Societal-Level Induc-
tion is typically only seen in the classic institutional logics literature, the approaches discovered in
our analysis of higher education studies include Societal-Level Deduction, Field-Level Deduction,
and Field-Level Induction.

Institutional logics identified in the different approaches and related challenges

We go on to analyse which institutional logics are identified/applied in each approach and discuss
the associated challenges and problems. A full list of institutional logics applied/identified in
different journals is provided in Appendix II.
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Societal logics

Societal-Level Deduction
N=13 (A=7, B=1, C=3, D=2)
Societal-Level Induction
Conceptual: 1 (Classic Institutional logics
Qualitative: 11 literature)
Quantitative: 0. N=0
Mixed: 1
Deductive . .y Inductive
reasoning - reasoning
Field-level Deduction Field-Level Induction
N=25 (A=8, B=4, C=9, D=4) N=21 (A=13, B=4, C=3, D=1)

Conceptual: 0 Conceptual: 2

Qualitative: 23 Qualitative: 14

Quantitative: 2 Quantitative: 4

Mixed: 0 Mixed: 1
Logics in the field of higher education

N: Number of articles of higher education research A: Higher education journals
Conceptual: Number of conceptual papers B: Journals including higher education research as a
Qualitative: Number of qualitative papers sub-field
Quantitative: Number of quantitative papers C: Management and business journals
Mixed: Number of mixed methods papers D: Other social science journals

Figure 3. Typology of institutional logics applications.

Societal-Level induction

Typical examples in the quadrant of combining societal logics and inductive reasoning are the classic
literature of institutional logics, which originally identified societal logics, such as the five logics by
Friedland and Alford (1991), six logics by Thornton (2004), and seven logics by Thornton, Ocasio, and
Lounsbury (2012). Because our selected higher education studies focus on field level analysis, none
of our reviewed studies falls into this category but we include it as a quadrant on our matrix in order
to contextualise the other quadrants and offer a more complete picture of the use of institutional
logics as both analytical and theoretical tool.

Societal-Level deduction

This quadrant includes those empirical studies that directly apply the societal institutional logics
defined in classic institutional logics literature. All the eight societal logics, as ideal types of logics, pro-
posed by the classic literature of institutional logics (i.e. the seven logics by Thornton, Ocasio, and
Lounsbury 2012 combined with democracy as proposed by Friedland and Alford 1991) were men-
tioned in the articles in this quadrant (Figure 4). In each individual study, 2-5 logics were applied: 5
logics (2 articles), 4 logics (3 articles), 3 logics (5 articles), and 2 logics (3 articles). As shown in
Figure 4, the most popular logics discussed in the literature are market, profession, and state logics.

In general, studies in this quadrant more strictly follow institutional logics theory and show meth-
odological rigour. In three studies, the authors juxtaposed new logics (managerial logic in two
articles and logic of organisation in the third) with more classic societal-level logics to develop
their analytical frameworks. This avoids the danger that too strict an application of the classic
ideal types may exclude new logics specific to higher education. However, the need to introduce
so many new logics is arguable as the majority could be replaced with existing ideal-type logics.
For instance, Pietild and Pinheiro (2020) juxtapose managerial logic with the logics of state,
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Number of articles applying societal-level logics
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Figure 4. Logics applied in the approach of societal-level deduction.

profession and market in their study on university career systems. Although the authors initially
raised the managerial logic by citing some higher education literature, when building their analytical
framework of institutional logics they based it on Goodrick and Reay (2011) and Thornton, Ocasio,
and Lounsbury (2012). Based on the cited sources, we understand that the managerial logic referred
to by Pietilda and Pinheiro (2020) is largely about the logic of corporation.

Field-Level deduction

This quadrant combines field level logics with deductive reasoning. It includes those studies that cite
certain field-level institutional logics from other sources as ideal types to guide their empirical analy-
sis. Altogether, we found 18 such logics applied in the literature in this camp (Figure 5). More detail
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Figure 5. Logics applied in the approach of field-level deduction.
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about these ideal-type institutional logics and the sources from which the logics are cited is provided
in Appendix lll. Although profession, market and state logics are among the seven societal logics
(Thornton, Ocasio, and Lounsbury 2012), they are treated here as a field-level logic because the
authors cite field-specific sources, rather than the classic logics literature. Also, these logics are
used together with other field-level logics as analytical tools. Typically, individual studies discuss
two of these logics as competing with each other (e.g. professional vs. commercial, academic vs.
commercial, bureaucratic vs. managerial, academic vs. market). The exceptions being those
studies applying economic logics, Triple Helix logics and Era logics, each of which includes more
than two sub-categories as well as a couple of studies dealing with three logics, such as market, cor-
porate and academic logics (Louw 2019).

We find three challenges arising in this quadrant. First, compared to more well-defined ideal-type
logics at the societal level, agreement is lacking on ideal-type logics at the field-level. Although the
institutional context of higher education is becoming increasingly complex, 18 logics in the field
might be considered too many. Indeed, some logics, though with different names, share similar
assumptions. For instance, Grossi, Dobija, and Strzelczyk (2020) equate managerial logic with
business logic, whereas Pettersen (2015) describes a managerial logic as an instrumental logic.
Excluding the Economic logics, Triple Helix logics, Sector logics and Era logics, the remaining
logics can be roughly grouped according to the intrinsic similarities between them (see Table 2).
This indicates that the most popular logics are academic logics (or the like), market logics (or the
like) and managerial logics (or the like).

Second, there are different interpretations of logics. The authors of studies in this quadrant often
cite logics with the same name from a variety of sources (See Appendix Ill). The most consistently
cited field-level ideal-type logics are ‘higher education as a social institution’ and ‘higher education
as an industry’ proposed by Gumport (2000, 2003): ‘An industry logic circumscribes purposes and
practices within an economic rationality, while a social institution logic enables the legitimate
pursuit of a broader range of activities under the rubric of educational and democratic interests’
(Gumport 2003, 41). When applying the two logics, the authors interpret them in different ways.
For instance, Paisey and Paisey (2017) consider they are represented by a corporate logic and pro-
fessional logic respectively. Juusola, Kettunen, and Alajoutsijarvi (2015) interpret them as market
logic and academic logic. However, corporate logic and market logics are different (Thornton,
Ocasio, and Lounsbury 2012), though academic logic and professional logic are sometimes
treated as exchangeable (Pettersen 2015).

Finally, with only a few exceptions, such as the logics identified by Gumport (2000), the formation
of most ideal-type field-level logics in higher education research is difficult to trace. In other words,
we are lacking detailed explanations of why certain chosen logics can be claimed as ideal types and
how they were originally developed.

Table 2. Field-level logics in groups.

Number of articles applying
Groups Logics the logics

1 Academic logic 18
Professional logic
Science logic
Academic autonomy
Higher education as a social institution
2 Market logic
Commercial logic
Academic capitalism
Higher education as an industry
3 Managerial logic
Business logic
Instrumental logic
4 State logic
Bureaucratic logic

=, =S NN W= = B0 ==NWUuvv
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Field-Level induction

The final quadrant, Field-Level Induction, houses those studies that inductively analyse their empiri-
cal data without initial reference to previously identified institutional logics at either societal or field
level. The studies using this approach often, though not always, result in the modification and/or
expansion of the range of logics at field or actor levels. Altogether, more than 30 new logics were
created (See Appendix Il). Many of these logics can hardly be applied to higher education at field
level, but rather are idiosyncratic to the organisational settings of specific empirical studies.

This approach is the most promising but, at the same time, the most problematic. It is promising
because it could provide a solid basis for identifying ideal type logics in the higher education field
that can be applied as analytical frameworks in empirical investigations. In so doing, it helps
strengthen the approach of Field-Level Deduction. One good example is that the logics of industry
and social institution in higher education, identified and elucidated by Gumport (2003) through
inductive reasoning, become commonly cited ideal-type field-level logics.

The approach is problematic because many of these new logics are rather freely defined and in
some cases the logics identified do not strictly follow the definitions of institutional logics in the
classic literature. Partially for this reason, some understandings of institutional logics focus too
much on the aspect of institutional logics as tangible constructs. For instance, when institutional
logics are understood as stakeholders’ beliefs (Kezar and Maxey 2014), academic disciplines (Yone-
zawa et al. 2020) and research excellence (Cruz-Castro, Benitez-Amado, and Sanz-Menendez 2016),
there is a risk of compromising the power of institutional logics as supra-organisational ‘vocabularies
of practice’ (Thornton, Ocasio, and Lounsbury 2012, 96). These problems may limit the potential of
the approach to supplement Field-Level Deduction.

Contribution to theoretical advancement of institutional logics by higher
education studies

Although our reviewed higher education studies primarily applied institutional logics as analytical
tools in empirical studies, some of them also contributed to the theoretical development of insti-
tutional logics. They did so in three aspects: strengthening the core values of the theory; shedding
light on blind spots within the theory; and suggesting directions for future research.

Strengthening the core values of institutional logics

First, the institutional logic concretises the otherwise abstract concept of ‘the institution’ by identify-
ing a set of supra-organisational patterns that provide meaning to actions and conflicts (Thornton
and Ocasio 1999, 4). Many studies reviewed in this paper indicate, either explicitly or implicitly,
that their motivation in applying an institutional logics perspective was to concretely define the
content and meaning of institutions in their field. Whilst the phenomena in higher education organ-
isations are often embedded in institutional contexts, an institutional logics perspective conceptu-
alises the abstract term of ‘context’ in a more concrete way. As such, various sets of institutional
logics in the fields of higher education are identified, though higher education studies discovering
‘new’ institutional logics are also flourishing as discussed earlier.

Second, the dynamic complexity of institutional logics is reflected in both horizontal and vertical
dimensions in that institutional logics span horizontal and traverse vertical quadrants. On the hori-
zontal dimension, an institutional logic perspective deals with multiple and contesting logics in insti-
tutional systems (Thornton, Ocasio, and Lounsbury 2012), rather than a more simplistic focus on
dominating institutions in organisational fields (DiMaggio and Powell 1983). On the vertical dimen-
sion, an institutional logics perspective also calls for attention to analysing three levels of society,
namely ‘individuals competing and negotiating, organisations in conflict and coordination, and insti-
tutions in contradiction and interdependency’ (Thornton and Ocasio 2008, 104). Such institutional
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complexity enables change and innovation dynamics (Thornton, Ocasio, and Lounsbury 2012). The
more than 50 institutional logics mentioned in our reviewed studies clearly demonstrate logic mul-
tiplicity on the horizontal dimension. Our analysis also highlights how logics are applied/identified at
societal, field and organisational levels (See Appendix Il). In addition, the higher education literature
further develops the power of institutional logics to explain the dynamics of institutional complexity
in the context of innovation. For instance, Dudau, Kominis, and Szocs (2018) elucidate duality in inno-
vation outcomes in the context of higher education using the insights of institutional logics. They
suggest that while mixing different institutional logics may enable innovations, conflicting insti-
tutional logics, e.g. between logics of professionalism and markets, may lead to the perceived
failure of innovation.

Third, the institutional logics perspective explains how institutions both enable and constrain
action by incorporating macro structure, local culture and human agency (Thornton, Ocasio, and
Lounsbury 2012). This helps to provide a better understanding of the ‘paradox of embedded
agency’ (Seo and Creed 2002): if the actions of organisational actors are constrained by taken-for-
granted institutions, how and why can the actors induce institutional changes (Horton and de
Araujo Wanderley 2018)? Nevertheless, its theoretical account on how mingling logics are
managed via human agency remains relatively abstract. Besides demonstrating the important
agency role in that actors can strategically choose institutional logics for their own benefit
(Nations 2018), some higher education studies reveal micro-level mechanisms concerning strategies
for balancing between competing logics or reducing tensions. For example, Narayan, Northcott, and
Parker (2017) suggest the use of ‘bridging strategies’ and ‘buffering strategies’ to compromise or
balance between competing logics. Mampaey and Huisman (2016) propose a typology of conflict-
reducing and conflict-inducing strategies for understanding universities’ responses to tensions
among different institutional logics in their operating environment. Gebreiter and Nunung (2019)
provide a map of different strategies for individuals to respond to conflicting institutional logics
in the context of a business school.

Shedding light on blind spots in institutional logics theory

Cloutier and Langley (2013) pointed out four less developed areas or blind spots within current con-
ceptualizations of institutional logics: 1) few explanations on how institutional processes play out at
a micro-level, 2) little attention on struggles over conflicting logics from a legitimacy perspective, 3) a
lack of consideration as to the moral aspect of institutional logics, and 4) a failure to recognise the
manifestation of institutional logics in material objectives. Although the observation was made eight
years ago, the higher education studies under our review largely affirmed these gaps. The contri-
bution of higher education research primarily sheds light on the first point (as mentioned above).
Relative to this, the other three areas remain less developed blind spots in organisation studies of
higher education.

To fill these gaps, Cloutier and Langley (2013) propose combining institutional logics with insights
from other theories. Similar efforts are seen in some of our reviewed studies, such as the integration of
institutional logics and imprinting theory in higher education literature (Oertel and Soll 2017; Oertel
2018). Building synergies between institutional logics and other theories would help to gain a compre-
hensive understanding of various organisational phenomena in the complex professional organis-
ations that characterise the higher education field. It has already become popular to combine
institutional theory (often new institutionalism) and other theories in higher education studies (Cai
and Mehari 2015), though this is not a trend with respect to institutional logics analysis yet.

Implications for future research

Our analysis also suggests two directions for advancing the development of institutional logics
theory. First, as studies applying societal-level logics and field-level logics tend to take different
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analysis approaches and understand institutional logics differently, there is a need to differentiate
the definitions of societal-level logics and field-level logics. While the definition of institutional
logics by Friedland and Alford (1991) can be understood to specifically refer to societal-level
logics, the definition by Thornton and Ocasio (1999) or Thornton, Ocasio, and Lounsbury (2012)
can be more flexibly applied to logics at both levels. It seems, however, that authors of our reviewed
studies are not always sensitive to such distinctions. For instance, Oertel (2018, 105) applies the field-
level induction approach, defining institutional logics as ‘central [that] logics define means and ends
and are constitutive for individuals, organisations, and society’ while citing both Friedland and Alford
(1991) and Thornton, Ocasio, and Lounsbury (2012). We suggest that societal-level logics draw on
institutional orders at the societal level (Friedland and Alford 1991) and have a stronger cultural com-
ponent (Ocasio, Thornton, and Lounsbury 2017). Field-level logics, on the other hand, are more con-
nected to practices, and specifically those that occur at the organisational level (Thornton, Ocasio,
and Lounsbury 2012). The key differentiator for field logics is that collective identity, power and
status, social classification, and attention (Thornton and Ocasio 2008) are all determined at the
field level based on how things are organised or practiced, rather than the societal level based on
cultural norms. This focus on practice can, however, mean that practices are sometimes labelled
as logics. Both field and societal logics must, of course, maintain cultural and practice-based foun-
dations. Thornton and Ocasio’s four criteria could, therefore, act as a checklist in order to distinguish
a pure practice from a logic - identity, power, classification and attention must stem from, and under-
pin, the practice-based and cultural constraining/enabling of a logic. Building on this, further
definition and drawing of the boundaries between field and societal logic is required in order to
manage the increasing proliferation of logics at the field level.

Second, the challenges regarding conceptual rigour in institutional logics analysis in higher edu-
cation call for optimal methodological approaches that help realise a ‘theory-method fit’ (Gehman
etal. 2017). Theory is a complex and multi-layered concept and this is exemplified in the case of insti-
tutional logics theory. Kezar (2006) distinguishes between four vertical levels of theory, namely meta-
theory, grand theory, middle-level theory, and low-level theory. Kezar's key message is that there is a
recursive relationship between higher and lower-level theories: higher-level theories guide and
influence the theoretical development at the lower level, while lower-level theories build up to
higher-level theories. Such an understanding of theory is very much in line with institutional
logics, which deals with logics in societies, organisational fields and organisations (Thornton,
Ocasio, and Lounsbury 2012): Logics at the field level are subject to societal-level logics, while
logics at higher levels of the social structure are in turn based on the meanings produced by
actors at lower levels. Thus, we propose that the four approaches to institutional logics analysis
that we have outlined earlier could contribute to the building of institutional logics theory at the
three theory levels (grand, middle and local) as illustrated in Figure 6.

Institutional logics at the societal level can be positioned between grand level theory and middle-
level theory, whilst the field level logics sit in between middle and local levels of theory. The Societal-
Level Induction approach, typically seen in the classic institutional logics literature, is the major
method used to identify societal logics. Institutional logics at the organisational field level are devel-
oped by both approaches of Societal-Level Deduction and Field-Level Induction. The former exam-
ines how the societal logics are manifested at the field level; the latter discovers ‘new’ institutional
logics at the field level. Once the ‘new’ field-level logics have gained legitimacy in respective research
communities, they could serve as analytical tools for empirical institutional analysis in corresponding
fields.

Discussions as to the relationship between theory building and institutional analysis
approaches imply that synergy building between inductive and deductive approaches to insti-
tutional logics analysis could better contribute to institutional research. Qualitative methods
have long been used within management studies both to build theory inductively and to test
theory following a deductive logic (Bansal and Corley 2012; Eisenhardt 1989). This reflects a
general suggestion by the methodology literature that a research cycle that integrates deductive
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Figure 6. Approaches of institutional logics analysis in the framework of theory levels.

and inductive reasoning tends to deliver more comprehensive understandings of unknown
phenomena (Newman and Benz 1998; Creswell 2003; Reay and Jones 2016). In the context of quali-
tative research, Langley calls this process abduction; ‘theoretical ideas, which are also out there
and can be further developed’ (Gehman et al. 2017, 297). This is in line with the Gioia methodology,
which recommends combining a “1st-order” analysis (i.e. an analysis using informant-centric terms
and codes) and a “2nd-order” analysis (i.e. one using researcher-centric concepts, themes, and
dimensions) in pursuit of qualitative rigour (Gioia, Corley, and Hamilton 2013). The inductive/
deductive combination facilitates ‘cycling between emergent data, themes, concepts, and dimen-
sions and the relevant literature, not only to see whether what we are finding has precedents, but
also whether we have discovered new concepts’ (Gioia, Corley, and Hamilton 2013, 20). Reay and
Jones’ (2016) Patten Deducing (which ‘privileges analytical technics’ and is based on a large
volume of data) can therefore be regarded as the first-order analysis, while Patten Inducing
(which ‘privileges researcher’ and compares identified patterns with extant literature) is close to
the second-order analysis. We suggest that such combined inductive/deductive approaches
offer an optimum ‘theory-method fit' in institutional logics. It offers flexibility (to reflect and
respond to local logics) alongside the consistency of terminology necessary to facilitate meta-ana-
lyses and potential cross-field conversations.

Concluding discussions

Our analysis of the state-of-the-art application of institutional logics in higher education studies
shows that the concept of institutional logics has become increasingly popular in higher education
studies, especially over the past five years. Our literature analysis has revealed the usefulness of insti-
tutional logics theory in understanding universities and colleges in complex institutional environ-
ments. The higher education studies analysed in our review include research in two groups of
journals: 1) those serving as primary publication outlets for higher education scholars (i.e. higher
education journals and journals including higher education research as a sub-field) and 2) those
including marginal research publications on higher education issues by authors from the fields of
management & business as well as other areas of the social sciences (i.e. management and business
journals and other social science journals).
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We find distinctions between institutional logics analysis in these two types of journals. Studies
applying field-level ideal type logics are evenly distributed between the two kinds of journals,
often focusing on tensions between two logics. Studies applying societal-level ideal type logics
are more prevalent in higher education journals and tend to investigate more than two logics (up
to five). This may imply that higher education researchers have heightened perceptions of the com-
plexity of the institutional environment of higher education in which they work. Perhaps for the
same reason, where ‘new’ logics are suggested in the field of higher education, this is mainly
evident within the core higher education journal publications.

Here, we highlight several areas that require scholarly attention to more fully exploit the power of
institutional logics theory in higher education research. The first concerns conceptualising insti-
tutional logics in the context of higher education. While our reviewed articles combine to
mention dozens of institutional logics, the number of logics applied/identified in each individual
study does vary. So too does the rigour with which each logic is defined. This may signal a
problem of ‘concept misformation’, including ‘conceptual straining’ and ‘conceptual stretching’
(Sartori 1970). These two kinds of concept misformation are associated with two potential threats
to the institutional logic as a concept. One is the problem of too few logics. If eight institutional
logics, as societal-level ideal types, have been identified, then there is no room for further discovery
of how particular logics of specific institutions are at work. In short, there are no new questions for
research. The second threat is an excessive proliferation of logics. If logics become simply a particular
organisation’s engrained practices, sense of identity or sense of purpose, detached from a tight
coupling with societal institutions, then an institutional logic becomes an empty concept. This diver-
gence in the life-path of the institutional logic construct threatens its integrity and its power to
increase our understanding of organisations (and the people within them) in dynamic interaction
with fields.

Second, the explanatory power of institutional logics has not been fully utilised in higher edu-
cation studies. Between conceptual straining and conceptual stretching, is the best use of the
concept: institutional logics as the tangible influence of macrological structure observed in meso-
and micro-logical behaviour, routines, and artefacts (Thornton and Ocasio 2008). While our reviewed
higher education studies, as a whole, do deal with institutional logics at the societal, field and organ-
isational levels, we lack individual studies that properly elaborate how institutional logics at different
levels are related and embedded. For an excellent exception see Blaschke, Frost, and Hattke (2014)
which integrates macro and micro levels of analysis.

Third, it is possible that some of the problems we identify may reflect the fact that some authors
lean on the theoretical insights of institutional logics without a comprehensive understanding of
institutional theory. Institutional logics is only one of several interrelated strands of institutional
theory (Cai and Mehari 2015). For instance, to understand how various forms of institutional
logics emerge, evolve, and become displaced in competing, hybrid or blended logics, other
strands of institutional theory such as institutional work (e.g. Lawrence and Suddaby 2006) or insti-
tutional entrepreneurship (e.g. Battilana, Leca, and Boxenbaum 2009) can be useful. Louw (2019)
offers a good example of this integration of institutional approaches.

In an effort to enhance institutional analysis in higher education research, we offer our
typology of approaches to institutional logics analysis as a tool for researchers that may
assist in surfacing and questioning the assumptions that underpin their methodological
approach. We also hope that researchers might consult our exhaustive list of institutional
logics applied in higher education studies and consider the challenges we raise in the use
of institutional logics in higher education research before adding new logics or loosely apply-
ing existing terminology. Our ultimate goal is that we, as a community of higher education
scholars, collaboratively capture, reflect and theorise the complex institutional context in
which we work and study.
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Challenges to the Locus of Authority in
Public University Tuition Policy
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Mission differentiation, student
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STUDIES IN HIGHER EDUCATION 5 Market (2), Corporate, Indigenous vs. western social scientific

TEACHERS COLLEGE RECORD
TERTIARY EDUCATION AND
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Academic capitalism
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JOURNAL OF AIR TRANSPORT
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Academic, Commercial
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Appendix lll: Ideal type field-level institutional logics applied in higher education studies
and the sources where the logics are cited

Number of articles
Logics Cited sources identified the logics

Academic logic (Levin 2017), (OECD 2009), (D'Este and Patel 2007), (Gulbrandsen 9
and Smeby 2005), (Pettersen and Solstad 2007), (Fini and
Lacetera 2010), (Perkmann, Neely, and Walsh 2011), (Gumport
2000), (Thornton and Ocasio 2008), (Kallio, Kallio, and Grossi
2017), (Kubra Canbhilal, Lepori, and Seeber 2016), (Grossi, Dobija,
and Strzelczyk 2020)
Professional logic (Deem, Hillyard, and Reed 2007), (Deem 2004), (Brint 1994), (Biesta 4
2004), (Giroux, Karmis, and Rouillard 2015), (Peters, Liu, and
Ondercin 2012), (Townley 1997)

Science logic (Merton 1957), (Mitroff 1974), 2
Academic autonomy (ESRC No date) 1
Market logic (Ball 2012), (Timmermans and Oh 2010), (Gumport 2000), (Berman 8

2011), (Slaughter and Rhoades 2004), (Geiger 2004), (Mars,
Slaughter, and Rhoades 2008), (Deem 2001), (Trowler 2010)
Commercial logic (Bovens 2005), (D’Este and Patel 2007), (Gulbrandsen and Smeby 4
2005), (Pettersen and Solstad 2007), (Fini and Lacetera 2010),
(Perkmann, Neely, and Walsh 2011)

Managerial logic (Deem, Hillyard, and Reed 2007), (Biesta 2004), (Giroux, Karmis, and 2
Rouillard 2015), (Deem and Brehony 2005)
Instrumental logic (OECD 2009) 1
Business logic (Kallio, Kallio, and Grossi 2017), (Kubra Canhilal, Lepori, and Seeber
2016), (Grossi, Dobija, and Strzelczyk 2020)
Economic logic (Giroux 2002) 1
Academic capitalism (Moore et al. 2017) 1
Higher Education as an industry ~ (Gumport 2000) 4
Higher education as a social (Gumport 2000) 4
institution
State logic (Timmermans and Oh 2010), 1
Bureaucratic logic (Deem, Hillyard, and Reed 2007) 1
Triple helix logics (Cai 2015, 2014) 1
Sector logics (Geiger 1988), (Bernasconi 2011) 1

¢ Logics in the private sector
e Logics in the public sector

Era logics o (Ben-David 1972) 1
e (Clark 1983), (Trow 2000)

e Logic of elite education e (Deem 2001), (Enders and Jongbloed 2007), (Neave and van

¢ Logic of massification Vught 1991), (Neave and Van Vught 1994)

* Logic of neoliberalism and
knowledge economy

*Cited sources refer to those publications that the authors of our reviewed articles cited when they applied corresponding field-
level institutional logics.
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