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The agency-structure debate involves claims about the status of social entities, the
degree of freedom/ constraint of agency, and the grounds upon which knowledge about
these matters is established. Engaging with discussions in the philosophy of science,
in social theory, sociology, or psychology, participants in organization studies most
prominently debate to what extent organization derives from agency exercised by its
members or results from structures enabling and/or constraining such agency. Further
issues discussed in this debate concern the exact character of organizational agency,
the quality of its relationship with the respective structures, and the composition and
permanence of the latter.

Conceptual Overview

While varying in their view of what the terms agency or structure refer to, most
discussants within this debate share a number of fundamental ontological and
epistemological presuppositions. Essentially, they ascertain the existence of
prelinguistic or presemiotic entities that constitute objective structural properties. In
this sense, a manager, a firm, or an industry would exist prior to and independent
of its (re)presentation in language. As a consequence, the very process, whereby a
manager is constituted in reference to socially prevalent images and role expectations
and vis-à-vis (images of) other managers, is largely ignored. Further, participants within
this debate also presume that structure and agency entertain causal relationships.
This implies that both structure and agency are distinctive and irreducible properties;
that is, they exist independently of each other with one—more or less mechanically—
affecting the other in any concrete instance. Hence, an organization would affect its
environment (or inversely) rather than both mutually constituting and influencing each
other. Finally, discussants identify agency in terms of sovereignty. Thus, while being
bound to technology, financial restrictions, or temporal pressure, a manager rationally
and intentionally exercises choice within these constraints. Notwithstanding these
commonalities, the debate concerns not only the extent to which structure and agency
are ontologically or analytically distinctive; debated is also the precise quality of their
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relationship and the ultimate locus of agency, with structures preceding agency or vice
versa.

In organization studies, the dualism of structure and agency commonly translates into
the distinction between an organizational entity and its environment. Even though the
level of analysis may vary, this entity—be it an individual, a firm, or an industry—is
said to act vis-à-vis, or in relation to, its respective environment. At its most extreme,
agency here renders voluntaristic; that is, an organization features as an agglomerate
of actors freely and autonomously choosing their intended conduct. Neoclassical
economics, as well as rational choice theory, leans toward this end of the conceptual
spectrum. Alternatively, functionalist, structuralist, or evolutionary approaches more
or less deterministically conceptualize organizations as following an invariable logic
or as responding to inexorable imperatives. Hence, needs for adaptation, functional
differentiation, or life cycles ultimately tend to annihilate freedom of agency. More
specifically, depending on the frame of reference, one may further distinguish between
environmental determinism and action determinism. While the former relates to
exogenous causes (e.g., market composition), the latter designate endogenous forces
(e.g., qualities of the individual agent) that structure the ability of agents to exercise
choice.

Evading conceptual extremes, most organization scholars shun either of these “isms”
when regarding agency as always more or less conditioned and thus as enabled and/or
constrained by structures. Nevertheless, depending on their positioning in the spectrum
between [p. 47 ↓ ] voluntarism and determinism, the focal point of analysis tends to shift
toward the alleged locus of agency. Strategic choice theory, for example, investigates
decision makers within organizations and their ability to exercise choice within the
context of their respective internal and external environment. They also tend to stress
the capacity of agents for creativity and learning. Yet, while agents here appear as
sovereign, strategic, and calculating subjects, external and internal constraints infer that
their rationality is always bounded. Conversely, (neo)institutional theory proceeds from
the assumption that forces within sociocultural environment demand that organizations
seek legitimacy and adjust their course of action accordingly. Organizations therefore
need to adapt to external pressure, for instance, through mimicking modes of agency as
displayed by other organizations within their environment. In either case, however, the
relationship between agency and structure is contingent.
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While the factors identified as constraining and/or enabling agency are plentiful, their
alleged efficacy is a matter of dispute. Early contributions to the debate focused
on factors such as size of the organization, the technology it employed, or its
sociotechnical context. Subsequent discussions, however, have also established the
significance of resource dependency; cultural background of the agents; the ability of
the latter to organize collective interest; the demographic, biological, or social attributes
of agents; or the type of national and/or supranational socioeconomic framework
in which an organization operates. Again, the assumed influence of these factors
surpasses discrete levels of analysis and applies to individual as well as collective
forms of agency. Hence, agency is said to be enabled and/or constrained by factors as
diverse as the gender, age, or ethnicity of a business executive, the use of surveillance
technology in the workplace, or the (supra)national legislation stipulating employment
conditions.

In the face of the general contingency linking structure and agency, and with the
numerous relevant factors that organizational analysis has identified to date, the
agency-structure debate has to account for increased complexity. Over the past
three decades, moves toward flexible specialization and an internationalization of
value chains; the abolishment of the “internal contract” and the deregulation and
fragmentation of capital and labor markets; and the advance of new information
technologies have provoked new configurations of structure and agency that constitute
a challenge to organization theory. Evidently, the emergence of industrial and regional
networks, the diversification and virtualization of organizational forms, and the
proliferation of precarious jobs and self-employment have altered the organizational
landscape and have eroded established loci of agency. Simultaneously, the number and
volatility of intra- and inter-organizational relationships have developed, exponentially
increasing the complexity that agents face and further binding their rationality.
Consequently, with the blurring of traditional boundaries and with the creation of
new modes of agency, conceptualization in terms of structure and agency has been
rendered more and more problematic.
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Critical Commentary and Future Directions

In the light of these developments, it does not surprise that various scholars have
criticized tenets of the agency-structure debate for some time. In an early wave of
critique during the 1970s, French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu renounced the “false
dualism” of agency and structure. His concept of the habitus conceives of a “generative
structure” that mediates between individu-als' socially shaped predispositions and
their praxis. The bounded rationality of a manager, in this sense, is limited by and
grounded in social, economic, and cultural aspects of his/her biography, such as class,
education, or taste, for example. Through the habitus, then, such pre-dispositions
shape—not determine—the way in which a manager acts. The ensuing mode of
agency is therefore always both free and constraint at the same time. Similarly,
Anthony Giddens's structuration theory conceives of structure and agency as mutually
constitutive. Here structures, in the form of routines and resources, both enable and
constrain agency, while their endurance, in turn, depends upon reproduction by
that agency. The resources of an organization (e.g., skills of staff), in this view, only
“matter” to the extent that they are actualized in agency (e.g., labor); while alternatively,
the efficacy of that agency depends on the resources provided. Thus, structuration
refers to the mutually [p. 48 ↓ ] constitutive character of agency and structure within
social relationships, while organization features as the capacity to integrate hitherto
fragmented social relationships across time and space.

Finally, actor-network theory also denounces the agency/structure dichotomy. Agency,
it declares, is a property of neither subjects nor objects. Rather, it is ascribed to
“patterned networks of heterogeneous relations,” as John Law stipulates. While being
primarily concerned with technological systems, actor-network theorists' insistence on
nonhuman and nonintentional agency radically questions a dualistic understanding of
agency and structure.

While these contributions have assisted in qualifying some of the central arguments
of the agency-structure debate, authors favoring constructivist or poststructuralist
perspectives have rejected the positivist and realist underpinnings of this debate as
epistemologically flawed and as obscuring the representation of organizational life.
Consequently, the schism of structure and agency, which informed much theorizing on
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power, resistance, and domination, has been charged with favoring sovereign power
at the expense of accounting for its fundamentally relational nature. In the wake of
the reception of French philosopher Michel Foucault in organization studies since the
1980s, the analysis of power, control, and domination has subsequently been redirected
to address panopticism, biopower, and the efficacy of power/knowledge regimes.

The departure from concerns with agency and structure has also been proliferated by
the linguistic turn in organization studies. Responding to Heidegger's famous dictum
of “language as a house of being,” organization scholars have placed language, text,
and discourse at the center of their attention to find “the meaning of management within
the management of meaning.” Accordingly, debates about structure and agency have
been criticized for reifying their subjects—be they organizations, states, or else—and
for reverberating the flawed dualism of subject and object. In this sense, research
has established that organizations and environments not only permeate each other;
rather, environments are constituted and enacted by agents within these organizations.
Similarly, studies inspired by poststructuralism, psychoanalysis, or phenomenology
have radically decentered the locus of action—the subject, while, at the same time,
questioning the suspected relationship between agency and structure along with
its symbolic representation. Perhaps most radically, poststructuralist scholars have
dismissed the conceptual bias for subjectivity and agency as representing a “totalitarian
tendency” intrinsic to Western reasoning. Instead, they have called for welcoming
otherness and passivity on both epistemological and ethical grounds.

In response to the recent critique, heirs to the agency-structure debate, predominantly
from a criticalrealist perspective, have qualified the nature of agency. Most notably,
they have explored the role of metaphors in society and stressed the significance
of discourse within organizational analysis. Incorporating elements of structuration
theory and critical discourse studies, critical realists largely acknowledge the mediated,
relational, and provisional character of social reality, while affirming the existence of
presemiotic structures/ properties as fundamental to (human) agency. Their unrelenting
concern with objectivity and agency ensues from their conviction to ward off conceptual
relativism and practical nihilism that they associate with post-structuralist reasoning.
On the other hand, this devotion to ethical intervention is precisely what critical realists
share along with many poststructuralist scholars—beyond all quarrelling. One may
hope, therefore, that matters concerning foundations, chances, and directions of ethical
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intervention will provide a bridge for critical dialogue across philosophical trenches in
the debates to come.

Dirk Bunzel
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See also

Further Readings

Archer, M. (1995). Realist social theory . Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press.
http://dx.doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511557675

Archer, M. (2003). Structure, agency, and the internal conversation . Cambridge, UK:
Cambridge University Press.

Bhaskar, R. (1989). Reclaiming reality . London: Verso.

Bourdieu, P. (1984). Distinction: A social critique of the judgement of taste . Cambridge,
MA: Harvard University Press.

Callon, M. (1986). The sociology of an actor network . In M. Callon, ed. , J. Law, ed. ,
& A. Rip (Eds.), Mapping the dynamics of science and technology (pp. pp. 19–34).
London: Macmillan.

Child, J. Strategic choice in the analysis of action, structure, organizations, and
environment: Retrospect and prospect . Organization Studies vol. 18 (1)(1997). pp. 43–
76. http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/017084069701800104

Clegg, S. (1989). Frameworks of power . London: Sage.

Fairclough, N. Discourse analysis in organization studies: The case for
critical realism . Organization Studies vol. 26 (6)(2005). pp. 915–940. http://
dx.doi.org/10.1177/0170840605054610

Giddens, A. (1984). The constitution of society . Cambridge, UK: Polity Press.

http://www.sagepub.com
http://knowledge.sagepub.com
http://dx.doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511557675
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/017084069701800104
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/0170840605054610
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/0170840605054610


SAGE

Copyright ©2013 SAGE knowledge

Page 8 of 8 International Encyclopedia of Organization Studies:
Agency-Structure Debate

Gowler, D., & Legge, K. (1996). The meaning of management and the management
of meaning . In S. Linstead, ed. , R. Grafton-Small, ed. , & P. Jeffcutt (Eds.),
Understanding management (pp. pp. 34–50). Sage: London.

Knights, D., and Willmott, H. Power and subjectivity at work: From degradation to
subjugation in social relations . Sociology vol. 23 (4)(1989). pp. 535–558. http://
dx.doi.org/10.1177/0038038589023004003

Latour, B. (1988). The prince for machines as well as for machinations . In B. Elliott
(Ed.), Technology and social process (pp. pp. 20–43). Edinburgh: Edinburgh University
Press.

Law, J. (1991). Introduction . In J. Law (Ed.), A sociology of monsters: Essays on
power, technology, and domination (pp. pp. 103–131). London: Routledge.

March, J., & Simon, H. (1958). Organizations . New York: Wiley. http://
dx.doi.org/10.2307/975959

McKinlay, A., ed. , & Starkey, K. (Eds.). (1998). Foucault, management, and
organization theory . London: Sage. http://dx.doi.org/10.4135/9781446221686

Pugh, D., ed. , & Hickson, D. (Eds.). (1976). Organizational structure in its context: The
Aston programme 1 . London: Saxon House.

Weick, K. Enacted sensemaking in crisis situations . Journal of Management Studies
vol. 25 (4)(1988). pp. 305–317. http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-6486.1988.tb00039.x

Whittington, R. Environmental structure and the theories of strategic choice . Journal
of Management Studies vol. 25 (6)(1988). pp. 521–536. http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/
j.1467-6486.1988.tb00045.x

Woodward, J. (1965). Industrial organizations: Theory and practice . Oxford, UK: Oxford
University Press.

http://www.sagepub.com
http://knowledge.sagepub.com
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/0038038589023004003
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/0038038589023004003
http://dx.doi.org/10.2307/975959
http://dx.doi.org/10.2307/975959
http://dx.doi.org/10.4135/9781446221686
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-6486.1988.tb00039.x
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-6486.1988.tb00045.x
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-6486.1988.tb00045.x

