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Abstract:
The concept of the script has been a constant companion of institutional thinking of organization. This nano-paper is devoted to
unpack aspects that have often remained implicit, particularly the questions of how to define scripts and how scripts relate to institutions. To address these questions, the paper reviews both classical and more recent work in the field of organizational institutionalism regarding the definitions and uses of the concept of the script. This is followed by a discussion of commonalities and diﬀerences
among the identified script concepts, particularly a more cognitive understanding common in the sociology of knowledge and a
more behavioral understanding rooted in interactionist sociology. The paper goes beyond the enduring controversy of how consciously actors perform scripts by considering the prototypical and heuristic character of the script, as well as the question of how
scripts are embodied and circulated. In the concluding remarks, we oﬀer new directions for the deployment of the concept of the
script in the field of organizational institutionalism, highlighting its potential as a device for the development of an empirical understanding of institutional persistence and change.
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Introduction

duced in their enactment. Berger and Luckmann (1967)
describe “the institution with its assemblage of pro-

The notion of the script has accompanied the rise of

grammed actions” as “the unwritten libretto of a drama”

organizational institutionalism during the past 40 years

whose “realization depends upon the reiterated perfor-

to highlight the influence of “culture” on action and

mances of its prescribed roles by living actors” (p.

actors, whether individual or collective. Action that is

74-75). The actors embody the roles and actualize the

“scripted” or “following a script” is diﬀerent from action

drama by representing it on the given stage” (ibid.).

based on rational-choice eﬀiciency calculations, which is

Barley (2015: 35), thus, states that scripts “are both

a central argument made by institutional scholars of

cognitive and behavioral phenomena”.

organization. Jepperson (2002) speaks of the “construction of structure and actors within broad institutional

The Cognitive Script

frameworks, and the cultural ‘scripting’ of much activity
within these frameworks” (p. 4). Similarly, John Meyer

Berger and Luckmann’s seminal work on the “social

and co-authors (1987) define action as “the enactment of

construction of reality” (1969) is a foundational text for

broad institutional scripts rather than a matter of inter-

organizational institutionalism and a key source when it

nally generated and autonomous choice” (p. 12).

comes to defining the concept of the script. Barley
(1997), for example, states that “Zucker, Meyer, and

Given the multiple references to the concept of the

Rowan initially drew on the work of Berger and Luck-

script in institutional theory – ranging from “institutional

mann to argue that institutions are socially constructed

scripts” over “cultural scripts” and “performance

templates for action, generated and maintained through

scripts” (see e.g. Jepperson 1991, 2002; Meyer et al.

ongoing interactions. From this perspective, actors crea-

1987) to notions such as the “in-scription” or “pre-scrip-

te institutions through a history of negotiations that lead

tion” (see e.g. Czarniawska 2009; Halliday et al. 2010;

to “shared typifications” or “generalized expectations

Wessel 2014) – it is surprising that few authors have

and interpretations of behavior” (p. 94). In this regard,

unpacked the relationship between the concept of the

Berger and Luckmann speak of “recipe knowledge”

“script” and the one of the “institution”. In this paper,

which they consider to be part of the “social stock of

we aim to address this gap. In a first step, we review

knowledge”. In the German research literature, this

both classical and more recent work in the field of orga-

concept of the “recipe knowledge” sometimes gets re-

nizational institutionalism regarding the definitions and

ferred to as “script-knowledge” (“Skriptwissen”, see e.g.

use of the concept of the script. In a second step, we

Keller 2005: 222), which is understood as “knowledge

discuss (partly implicit) commonalities and diﬀerences

limited to pragmatic competence in routine performan-

among the identified script concepts, particularly a more

ces” (Berger and Luckmann 1967: 56) such as knowing

cognitive understanding common in the sociology of

how to use a telephone. Berger and Luckmann oﬀer a

knowledge and a more behavioral understanding rooted

whole range of concepts, such as the “recipe”, “typifica-

in interactionist sociology, which have diﬀerent implica-

tory schemes”, “programmed actions”, or “templates for

tions for the role of scripts in institutional dynamics. In

action” that have partly been used analogously to the

the concluding remarks, we suggest new directions for

“script”. For example, Jepperson draws on Berger and

the deployment of the concept of the script in the field of

Luckman’s idea of the “stock of knowledge” when ar-

organizational institutionalism.

guing for the influence of diﬀerent “national scripts” on
the way individuals are forming opinions on political

Uses of the Script Concept in
Organizational Institutionalism

issues: “[N]ational politico-cultural systems contain

Our literature review yielded two main uses of the script

talk” (Jepperson 1994: 4).

stock or ‘recipe’ opinion scripts, from which individuals
more or less randomly sample in assembling their

concept in the institutional literature: a more cognitive
understanding of scripts - as schemas or templates for

The cognitive script defined by the psycholinguists

action -, and a more behavioral one of scripts as devices

Schank and Abelson (1977) is another prominent source

through which interactions are shaped and, as a conse-

in the institutional literature. Schank and Abelson classi-

quence, through which institutions can be studied in

fy scripts as the “specification of the frame idea” and

situ. While each use is rooted in a diﬀerent tradition of

describe them as “predetermined, stereotyped sequence

sociological theorizing, both uses are nonetheless highly

of actions that define a well-known situation” (1977:

related in that they share a reliance on dramaturgical or

151), adding that “[a] script is, in eﬀect, a very boring

performative frameworks in which scripts get (re-)pro-

little story” (ibid.). In this line of reasoning, Poole, Gray
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and Gioia conceptualize scripts as a “type of cognitive

outlined by Barley (1986), “scripts can be specified by

structure that retains knowledge of events for a particu-

sampling interactional episodes that occur in the social

lar context” (Poole et al. 1990: 452). Boxenbaum et al.

context under investigation. From details of actual be-

(2011) refer to Schank and Abelson in their attempt to

havior and speech, the analyst abstracts each episode’s

carve out “epistemic scripts” that prescribe the deploy-

logic in terms of turns, roles, and categories of acts that

ment and presentation of theory use within academic

outline the episode’s unfolding” (Barley 1986:83). The

disciplines. Scripts – in their understanding – “capture

idea is to reduce episodes to “their essential plot”. Re-

shared assumptions” (p. 278) and “refer to implicit,

curring plots can then be identified as scripts underlying

cognitive templates that underpin our collective under-

the “interaction order” (Goﬀman 1983), the “realm of

standings of how [as in the case of epistemic scripts]

action”, and linked back to institutional structures (Bar-

knowledge is produced” (p. 272).

ley 1986).

Here scripts are conceptualized as carriers of institu-

As many other scholars, Barley explicitly refers to Goﬀ-

tions and as their manifestation: “Every institution has a

man’s dramaturgical sociology when defining the script

body of transmitted recipe knowledge, that is, knowl-

(see Goﬀman 1959, 1967, 1983), albeit in a rather cur-

edge that supplies the institutionally appropriate rules

sory way. This is not entirely surprising, since Goﬀman

of conduct” (Berger and Luckmann 1967: 83). Within

operates with a writing style that is very inspiring but

this line of thinking, institutions are understood as

not necessarily characterized by the provision of “clear”

“contextually retrievable cultural scripts of institutional-

definitions. Goﬀman tends to introduce terms in an

ized action”, as Hericks (2011:13) stresses out with

anecdotal way, focused more on disclaimers than actual

reference to DiMaggio und Powell (1991) und Jepperson

claims. At some point, Goﬀman defines the interaction

(1991). All of these cognitive definitions primarily deploy

order to “regulations and expectations that apply to a

the concept of the script, or its terminological relatives

particular social situation” (1983: 4). These “orders” –

such as “templates”, to explain the highly prefigured

and this might be the connection to institutions – are not

ways of being and acting in modern societies (see e.g.

“likely to be generated at the moment there” (ibid.).

Meyer and Jepperson 2002) and contrast these with

Rather, they could be understood as “a set of under-

rational choice frameworks (Jepperson 2002). While the

standings” that have “come into being historically” and

cognitive script is seen as the carrier of institutions,

“spread and contracted in geographical distribution over

these studies do not specify in detail how scripts get

time” (ibid.: 5). Interestingly, Goﬀman understands this

produced, reproduced and altered, or how they are cir-

“orderliness” as “predicated on a large base of cognitive

culated.

presuppositions, if not normative ones, and self-sustained restraints” (ibid.: 5). He furthermore stresses that

The Behavioral Script

“[a]t the very center of interaction life is the cognitive

In the institutional classics cited above, the script tend-

relation we have with those present before us, without

ed to remain an implicit concept. In contrast, Barely

which relationship our activity, behavioral and verbal,

(1986) and Barley and Tolbert (1997) suggest using the

could not be meaningfully organized” (ibid.: 4). Follow-

concept more explicitly as a device to link the “institu-

ing this reasoning, sustaining a distinction between

tional realm” to the “realm of action”. Barely and Tolbert

cognitive and behavioral scripts might turn out to be

define scripts as “outlines of recurrent patterns of inter-

trickier than it had appeared at first sight. However, the

action that define, in observable and behavioral terms,

behavioral definition of scripts in institutional theorizing

the essence of actors’ roles” (1997: 83). They engage in

directs our attention to questions regarding the enact-

boundary work and insist that “instead of mental models

ment and re-enactment and/or modification of scripts “in

or plans” (1997: 98), as in cognitive definitions, scripts

action”, while the cognitive definitions in institutional

should be regarded as “behavioral regularities.” (ibid.)

scholarship seem more strongly focused on the deconstruction of the myths of autonomous individuals and

For them, institutions are enacted through scripts. Con-

organizations. Scripts, in this behavioral sense, are

sequently, scripts can be seen as essential epistemologi-

“pivots between an institution and action” (Barley and

cal devices through which institutions can be studied. As
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Tolbert 1997: 99)2. Scripts are therefore not only carri-

Controversies and Black Boxes

ers of institutions, but also the vehicle through which

The presumption that scripts are “enacted” and the fact

institutions can be changed. Script changes, from Barley
and Tolbert’s perspective, typically occur intentionally

that every enactment might provide a powerful moment

when context conditions change (e.g. in the form of new

for the revision or reproduction of the script, locates the

technologies or economic downturns), as such changes

script in the midst of analytically intriguing dynamics

allow for reflexivity regarding the nature of scripts. Idio-

between structure and the question of agency of indi-

syncratic deviations from scripts in the sense of routines

viduals and organizations (as highlighted by Barley and

being a source of flexibility and change (Feldman and

Tolbert 1997 or Drori et al 2009). In this regard, Meyer

Pentland, 1991) are possible, but unlikely to lead to

and Jepperson (2000) diﬀerentiate between “enactment”

lasting institutional change.

and “taking action” whereby “enactment” is related to

Applications of the script concept in the “world polity”

“taking action” means to contest the script. Thus, the

the reproduction and transmission of scripts, while

school of institutionalism can also be seen as standing in

cognitive and behavioral concepts of the script can be

a behavioral tradition, even though they do not refer to

seen as related, but Goﬀman’s role concept oﬀers actors

Goﬀman’s theorizing. Scientized scripts are seen as the

more possibilities for reflection and distinction than the

tools through which world culture is shaped via interna-

one of Berger and Luckmann, in which roles based on
societal norms are highly internalized.

tional organizations (IOs) and the technocrats that work
for them (e.g. Dori and Meyer, 2006). Furthermore, based on economic sociology and political economy rese-

An enduring controversy in the literature revolves

arch, scholars such as Halliday et al. (2010) and Kenti-

around the question of how consciously actors perform

kelenis and Seebrooke (2017) treat the policy scripts

scripts. Traditionally, institutional scholars would as-

developed by international organizations (IOs) as active-

sume that scripts are “taken-for-granted” (DiMaggio and

ly developed and contested devices. Kentikelenis and

Powell 1983), “performed mindlessly” (Ashforth and

Seebrooke (2017) explicitly open up the “black box” of

Fried, 1988) or are “habitually repeated without much

intra-organizational script-writing in this context, indica-

mediating processes” (Zucker 1991). Even Barley and

ting that actors within IOs have diﬀerent interests and

Tolbert perceive their enactment as “ritualized proce-

resources that shape how scripts are written. Contesta-

dure” (Barley and Tolbert 1997, 99). This perception is

tion dynamics between these diﬀerent actors – e.g. sci-

challenged by the “inhabited institutions research

entists working in IOs versus political representatives

stream in organizational theory.”3 “[It] reinvigorates new

following a diﬀerent logic – in turn shape whether

institutionalism by arguing that organizations are not

scripts will institutionalize and diﬀuse. These studies do

merely the instantiation of environmental, institutional

not only indicate that scripts mediate between structure

logics “out there” where organizational actors seamless-

and agency in processes of (de-)institutionalization (as

ly enact preconscious scripts, but are places where peo-

Barley and Tolbert suggest), they also bring in actors,

ple and groups make sense of and interpret institutions”

resources and politics regarding the deployment and

(Binder 2007: 547). Referring to Joas’ (1996) theory of

adoption of (counter-)scripts.

creative actions, Weik (2012) takes the critique further
by addressing a “lingering cognitive bias” (p. 569) in
institutional theory and arguing that script-interpreting
agency cannot be reduced to the “rational mind” but
can, for instance, stem from bodily or emotional, i.e. prereflexive sources. “Meaning, schemas, scripts and rules
may be unreflected by individual agents, but always
speak to their cognitive capabilities. Emotions, bodily
coercion or, in fact, most topics related to the corporeal
nature of agency remain underresearched.“ (Weik 2012:
569) Weik thus brings the human body as performer of

Barley and Tolbert’s (1997) model of institutionalization consists of diﬀerent steps. Via socialization, institutional rules are encoded
into scripts and as such “wittingly or unwittingly reproduced” (p. 102). “Enacting a script” then describes the not necessarily conscious reproduction of a script by action. In action, scripts can also be revised. Finally, through an “externalization of the patterned
behaviors and interactions produced” scripts are objectified. The latter “involves the disassociation of patterns with particular actors or particular historical circumstances,” so that “the patterns acquire normative, “factual” quality and their relationship to the
existing interests of diﬀerent actors becomes obscured” (ibid.).
2

3

For more details on the “inhabited research stream in organizational theory” see e.g. Leibel at al 2018
!3

scripts into play and campaigns for considering the

thinking of contemporary regimes of creativity or “out of

supra-individual dimension of emotions (“emotional

the box-thinking” that have gained a vast popularity in

scripts”), and – more broadly – the corporeality of collec-

organizational discourse. More recently, the actors, the

tive actors.

idiosyncracies of the situation, as well as technologies
and machines – as performers and transformers of

Czarniawska (2009) draws on the notion of the “in-scrip-

scripts – are granted a more important role in the pro-

tion” (see e.g. Akrich 1992), to address another facet of

cesses of de- and re-institutionalization. Formerly mostly

the materiality of scripts, namely the role of machines

conceptualized as carrier of institutions, the script is

and technologies as carriers of scripts. Using the exam-

reconsidered as an empirical site to understand and also

ple of the internet, she shows how scripts travel (partly

to provoke institutional change. Especially with its more

unnoticed) via machines and technologies (in which they

material and interactionist connotation, the script con-

get "inscribed”) and in this way potentially challenge

cept allows us to bypass the “paradox of embedded

established institutions: “The main message and focus of

agency” in institutional analysis: as actors perform

interest of the work of Joerges and myself was the phe-

scripts, they are able to improvise based on the materi-

nomenon of legitimate collective agents inscribing an

alities and emotional stimuli provided by a situation (cf.

institutional order into machines, partly unnoticed by

Weick, 2012). Concepts – such as the one of the “in-

the machine users, and partly controlled by other legit-

scription” (see above) – can be deployed to study the

imate instances. The inscriptions arrived one by one, or

scriptedness of situated action in its material distribu-

at the most in sets, and blended with one another and

tion. A consideration of the circulation, materiality and

with older inscriptions in ways that brought to mind the

translation of scripts (e.g. via technological tools) allows

metaphor of palimpsest” (p. 55). Against this back-

for the development of an empirical understanding of

ground, she emphasizes “that institutions do not change

institutional dynamics and provides possibilities to en-

rapidly either by design or by acts of subversion” (p. 62).

hance Barley and Tolbert’s structuration model of

By mobilizing the notion of in-scription, Czarniawska

scripts as mediators between structure and agency in

points to the widely neglected question of the circulation

that it considers more explicitly the question of where

and materiality of scripts. Institutional scholars tend to

scripts come from, who produces and diﬀuses them, and

speak of the “social stock of knowledge” or of “institu-

how organizations select the scripts they follow.

tions” as very abstract concepts, i.e. without addressing
the question of their mediation.
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