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TRADITION IN ORGANIZATIONS:
A CUSTODIANSHIP FRAMEWORK

ABSTRACT

The study of tradition has become increasingly important in management research
explaining phenomena as diverse as socialization, identity, institutional maintenance, and field-
level change. While recent studies bring new insights, management scholars’ conceptualization
of tradition suffers from a lack of theoretical integration. In this paper, we identify the major
perspectives on tradition used in the literature and propose an integrative “custodianship
framework” that encourages researchers to examine stability and change in organizational
traditions by considering the perspectives, interests, and power of custodians surrounding a
tradition over time. We suggest that future research explicitly consider the importance of place as

both the rootedness and emplacement of traditions motivate the need for custodianship.



TRADITION IN ORGANIZATIONS:
A CUSTODIANSHIP FRAMEWORK
INTRODUCTION

Existing research on traditions draws from work in cultural anthropology and geography,
history, sociology, and organizational studies and includes studies of a diversity of traditions
across geographic and cultural contexts, industries/sectors and organizations. While this diverse
attention has its benefits, the literature has yet to come together around a common definition or
framework. For some, traditions are invented as a means of control (Hobsbawm, 1983; Soares,
1997) and for others they represent institutionalized practices (Dacin & Dacin, 2008) or
resources (Soares, 1997). In our earlier work, we adopt the definition of traditions as “living
social arrangements in organizations infused with value and meaning derived from
interpretations of the past” (Dacin & Dacin, 2008; Soares, 1997).

While at a general level, traditions may be grouped under the general classification of
cultural practices, it remains important to view culture and its practice as “theoretically related,
but empirically distinct” from tradition (Giorgi, Lockwood & Glynn, 2015). Research on
tradition has its own established literature with early beginnings in the social sciences
(Durkheim, 1912/2008; Weber, 1958) followed by early organizational culture research (Barley,
Meyer, & Gash, 1988; Deal & Kennedy, 1982; Trice & Beyer, 1984;) and continuing to the
present with a greater appreciation for the distinctiveness of tradition as a construct in the
organizational and social sciences (Dacin & Dacin, 2008; Dacin, Munir & Tracey, 2010Di
Domenico & Phillips, 2009; Hobsbawm & Ranger, 1983; Lockwood & Glynn, 2016; Shils,

1981; Soares, 1997; Swidler, 1986; Trevor-Roper, 1983Weber & Dacin, 2011).



There are a number of reasons why the literature on traditions has yet to come together
around a central framework. First, much of the existing empirical research studies a variety of
idiosyncratic contexts ranging from culinary and dining traditions (DeSoucey, 2010, Dacin et al.,
2010; Douglas, 1972) to music (Eyerman & Jamison, 1998; Johnson, 2007) to dress (Trevor-
Roper, 1983) to organizational brands (Foster et al., 2011; Rowlinson & Hassard, 1993) and to
interorganizational structures (Anand & Jones, 2008; Hibbert & McQuade, 2005; Hibbert &
Huxham, 2010; Howard-Grenville, Metzger, & Meyer, 2013). The sheer diversity of
idiosyncratic contexts makes it difficult to provide widely generalizable understandings.

Second, the studies span levels of analysis, including group, organizational, and societal
levels (e.g., Collins, 2004; Dacin et al., 2010; Fine & Hallett, 2014; Howard-Grenville et al,
2013). While historically traditions were studied at the macro-level (DeSoucey, 2010; Shils,
1981; Trever-Roper, 1983), recent work examines traditions as micro-level practices utilized by
actors as a strategic resource (Lockwood & Glynn, 2016). In turn, management scholars have
tended to focus on organizational-level traditions (Dacin et al., 2010; Dacin & Dacin, 2008; Di
Domenico & Phillips, 2009; Johnson, 2007). These differences in the scale of researchers’ focii
makes it unclear as to how insights about tradition across studies can inform each other.

Third, studies also differ on the perspective offered—whether describing traditions as
experienced by organizational newcomers (Dacin et al., 2010; Tracey, 2016) and subordinates
(Rosen, 1985; 1988), by the actors creating and maintaining them (Dacin & Dacin, 2008), or by
external observers (Anand & Watson, 2004). Moreover, some studies focus on the organizational
outcomes created by traditions (Rosen, 1988; Trice & Beyer, 1984) while others on the stability
and change in traditions over time (Dacin & Dacin, 2008; Howard-Grenville et al., 2013).

Finally, organizational culture research provides a conceptualization of traditions as part



of an organization’s stock of intangible resources (Weber & Dacin, 2011). Alongside routines
(Eggers & Kaplan, 2013) and frames (Cornelissen & Werner, 2014), traditions serve as material
that organizational actors assemble and deploy to support desired identities, images, memories,
and boundaries (Fine & Hallett, 2014; Foster, Suddaby, Minkus & Wiebe, 2011; Howard-
Grenville et al., 2013; Schultz & Hernes, 2010; Walsh & Glynn, 2008). As such, researchers
sometimes treat traditions as indistinguishable from routines and frames.

Because of these varied interests, contexts and findings, it is difficult for management
researchers to deduce what is already known about organizational traditions and what important
research questions remain. Particularly, it is unclear to what extent the different perspectives
across the literatures make complementary or incompatible claims about how organizational
traditions emerge, their nature, and their effects.

Our view is that tradition is a phenomenon both distinct and meritorious of management
scholars’ attention. Research across the social sciences demonstrates that tradition is neither
disappearing from, nor at odds with, the emergence of modern societies (Soares, 1997; Shils,
1981; Shoham, 2011). Recent work among management theorists also demonstrates that tradition
has much more potential as a separate construct than simply an undifferentiated subset of culture
and socialization studies (Dacin & Dacin, 2008; Foster et al., 2011). First, research on tradition
highlights important mechanisms of custodianship and transmission, thus providing insight on
the persistence of collective organizational phenomena across generations. Increasingly,
management researchers across a number of domains demonstrate how the stability of
institutions, identities, and other social arrangements in organizations relies on ongoing forms of
custodial work (Dacin & Dacin, 2008; Dacin et al., 2010; Lok & de Rond, 2013). Moreover,

studies of revival encourage management scholars to adopt a longer-term view of phenomena



such as institutions and identities, demonstrating that what appear to be extinct characteristics of
an organization can re-emerge years or even decades later (Birnholtz et al., 2007; Dacin &
Dacin, 2008; Howard-Grenville et al., 2013).

In light of this, we examine tradition in its own right with a focus on the role of
custodianship in the creation and maintenance of traditions. We do this in two ways. First, we
take a historical approach to examine the evolution of the construct of tradition. In doing so, we
articulate two views on tradition—as constraint and as resource. Second, we elaborate a
custodianship framework describing the work of custodians in the creation, maintenance and
decline of traditions over time. Custodians are vested actors (individual or collective) who seek
to maintain institutionalized practices such as traditions (Dacin & Dacin, 2008; Soares, 1997).
But what is entailed in custodial work and how is it performed? For institutional theorists,
insights on the micro-dynamics of organizational life reveal that even the most institutionalized
rules, norms, practices and beliefs are likely to break down or erode without ongoing custodial
work (Lawrence & Suddaby, 2006; Powell & Colyvas, 2008). Hence, custodianship is central to
understanding both institutional change and maintenance (Dacin et al, 2010; Lok & de Rond,
2013; Rojas, 2010).

Through our approach, we bring coherence to decades of disparate research from diverse
domains including anthropology, geography, history, sociology, and organizational studies on
the topic of traditions that span group, organizational, field, and societal levels of analysis.
Specifically, we compare and contrast major themes in the literature as a basis for providing an
orientation for organizational scholars. From this review, our custodianship framework organizes
the literature by providing insights into how traditions emerge, transform and are maintained

over time. We end with a set of future research directions.



UNDERSTANDING TRADITION: TWO VIEWS
In this section, we review the literature on traditions to provide an overview of the current
level of understanding across a variety of literature streams. For quick reference, we capture this
review in Table 1. The Table outlines two general perspectives, tradition-as-constraint and
tradition-as-resource, that we discuss throughout our review. In addition, the columns of the
table highlight the various theoretical approaches, foci, levels of analysis, and representative

publications in each of these literature streams.

Backdrop: From the Age of Enlightenment to Romanticism

On October 24, 1793, France adopted the Republic Calendar. The move was part of the
revolutionary government’s efforts to erase remnants of the Ancien Régime which represented,
for many Enlightenment thinkers, arbitrary authority and deference to custom (Kramnick, 1995).
Intending to replace the ancient divisions of time which France had inherited with a more
rational system, the Republic Calendar used decimal time: each day was divided into ten hours,
each hour into 100 minutes, and each minute into 100 seconds; the names of the months,
abandoning their roots in Greco-Roman festivals and folklore, took on descriptors of prevailing
weather patterns in Paris. Against the Roman Catholic Church which had sanctioned the Ancien
Régime as a divine monarchy, revolutionaries converted the Notre-Dame de Paris, Pantheon, and
other churches across France to “Temples of Reason” for a new State-sponsored religion centered
on devotion to reason and liberty (Carlyle, 2005). Culminating in the French Revolution, the

political and intellectual upheavals of the 18" century provide a backdrop to highlight two



opposing views of tradition (Berlin, 1999), each of which would dominate different periods and
subfields of philosophy, social science, and management theory in later ages—we label these
‘tradition as constraint”’ and ‘tradition as resource.’

What we call a tradition-as-constraint view is that championed by Enlightenment
thinkers seeking to break continuity with the past, and later adopted by early sociologists and
anthropologists differentiating modern from pre-modern societies. Scholars with a tradition-as-
constraint approach see tradition as antithetical to modernity and occasionally something
maintained by the elites to protect their status in society (Eisenstadt, 1973; Hobsbawm & Ranger,
1983; Kant, 1783/2004; Weber, 1978). The underlying assumption of these thinkers, we suggest,
is of traditions as relatively static entities which constrain or transform passive participants. By
contrast, what we call a tradition-as-resource view, championed by the Counter-Enlightenment
and, afterwards, by more recent scholarship in sociology and management, characterizes
traditions as dynamic resources managed by active and vested participants who we term
‘custodians’. Scholars taking a tradition-as-resource view portray traditions as something that co-
exists with modernity (Burke, 1790; Shils, 1981, Soares, 1997; Weber & Dacin, 2011).

As we describe the rise and fall of these two perspectives over two centuries of
scholarship, we highlight their opposing assumptions about how participants engage with
tradition. We suggest that neither a tradition-as-constraint nor a tradition-as-resource view on
their own, offer an adequate explanation of the growing empirical recognition that actors can
change traditions and that traditions change actors over time. We show how to derive a fuller
understanding of tradition through integration of these two perspectives, and by using

participants’ custodial roles as boundary conditions on statements about whether actors change



traditions or vice versa, whether traditions constrain or enable action, whether traditions are
static or dynamic, and why traditions persist across generations.

Tradition in the Enlightenment and Counter-Enlightenment: The philosophers,
advocates, and political leaders of the Enlightenment framed the negative connotations of
tradition, equating tradition with ignorance, superstition, and inequality (Kramnick, 1995).
Despite their differences, many Enlightenment thinkers agreed that true knowledge was derived
from humanity’s use of reason and investigation of natural phenomena, and that greater
understanding of natural laws could bring about societies living in greater peace and prosperity
(Berlin, 1999, p. 112). In the minds of these thinkers, traditions were simply beliefs, norms, and
social arrangements originating from, and defended by mystery or custom (Kramnick, 1995).
Consequently, uncritical acceptance of tradition, was a barrier to pure knowledge (Kant,
1783/2004); aristocrats and clerics, moreover, benefitting from dogma, use tradition to defend
their authority against those in society who would push for equality and liberty (Berlin, 1999). In
these views, tradition served to hold people back from knowledge and liberty. Consequently, our
characterization of this view is a tradition-as-constraint approach to tradition.

Edmund Burke (1729-1797) stood as a counterpoint to this constraint-based view of
tradition in the Age of Enlightenment (Kramnick, 1995). For Burke, tradition (or as Burke called
it, “prejudice”) represented wisdom accumulated through generations that guided societies
through emerging challenges, and was something in need of conservation (Burke, 1790; Jacobs,
2007; Soares, 1997). As Jacobs summarizes, “Burke warned against allowing traditions to be
rationally assessed by the individual whom he saw as likely to misappreciate them and to result
in their being rashly overturned” (Jacobs, 2007, p. 142). While Burke was an early proponent of

what we characterize as a tradition-as-resource view, this view appears to have remained a



minority intellectual viewpoint for most of the 18" century (Kramnick, 1995). By the end of the
century, however, a diverse but growing group of philosophers, artists, and theologians began to
lead a sustained critique against the ideals of the Enlightenment (Russell, 2004).

From the Counter-Enlightenment came ideas about tradition as a collective resource
which would have profound effects on the political, intellectual, and artistic developments of 19"
and 20" Europe (Berlin, 1999). Where Enlightenment thinkers had championed rationalism,
cosmopolitanism, and universalism, the Counter-Enlightenment championed revelation,
rootedness, and custom (Berlin, 1999). Among the fiercest critics of the Enlightenment and
French Revolution was a Savoyard philosopher, Joseph de Maistre (1753-1821) (Berlin, 2013).
Tradition to de Maistre meant the sacred hierarchy of church and monarchy. Enlightenment
circles had espoused the view that the universe was governed according to discoverable laws,
awareness of which would bring social progress. In de Maistre’s view, the empirical search for
universal laws had brought neither truth nor progress (de Maistre, 1796/1994).

While de Maistre’s philosophy is less popular today, the Sturm und Drang and Romantic
movements emerging in Germany and spreading across Europe at the time would bring about a
lasting affirmation of tradition as a collective resource (Berlin, 1999). For German philosopher
Johann Gottfried Herder (1744-1803), one of the fundamental needs of a human being is self-
expression (Berlin, 1999). The tools for expression—Ilanguage, symbols, institutions, and
folklore—represent the creations of people who lived in particular social and material contexts
attempting to communicate with each other (Herder, 2003). In Herder’s view, to be immersed in
a shared cultural tradition was necessary to genuinely express one’s self. To leave one’s roots by
entering a cosmopolitan context was to be cut off and to have one’s creative powers weakened

(Berlin, 1999).



Opposite to Enlightenment philosophers’ assumption that tradition constrained humans
from meaningful social action (in their view, rational behavior), Herder had proposed that
tradition was a necessary input for meaningful social action (in his view, expression) (Berlin,
1999; Herder, 2003). Later Romantics championing the latter view re-evaluated the worth of
local tradition across the arts — including poets like William Wordsworth and Samuel Taylor
Coleridge (1798/2007), painters like John Constable and Caspar David Friedrich, and musical
composers like Frédéric Chopin, Edvard Grieg, and Richard Wagner (Wagner, 1849).

While folk tradition had been viewed with some disdain by Enlightenment thinkers,
Romantics acclaimed it as the noble and authentic expression of national culture (Berlin, 1999).
They did not eagerly anticipate the demise of tradition, but treated it as an endangered resource,
its carriers being peasants in the countryside who, unlike the intellectual elites, had not been
tainted by cosmopolitan salon life (Berlin, 1999). Compiled collections of folk songs, stories,
and poetry gained popularity and served to guide national identity movements while artists began
to incorporate elements of peasant culture into symphonies and paintings. Coming in a period of
nationalism then, Romantic artists came to associate tradition with a “volk”, or what we might
describe in less poetic terms, a societal level of analysis (Herder, 2003; Loénnrot, 1999; Wagner,
1849).

By the mid-to-late 19" century, the tide began to turn against tradition with movements
such as modernism in the arts, positivism in philosophy, and growing optimism about scientific
and technological progress (Russell, 2004). It was around this time that modern social science
emerged, embodying not the Counter-Enlightenment’s idealization of tradition as an endangered
resource, but the old idea that society would progress through the empirical discovery of

universal laws (Comte, 1865). Thus, the seminal works of modern social science would treat
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traditions as relatively static entitics more or less synonymous with ‘culture’, portraying their
adherents as passive participants rather than active and strategic agents (Soares, 1997).
In the Context of Modernization Theory: Tradition as a Constraint

The foundations of social scientific thought on tradition at the turn of the 20" century was
set by sociologists and anthropologists who witnessed rapid societal change (Eisenstadt, 1973;
Soares, 1997). In this context, foundational writings tended to adopt a macro-level perspective in
which tradition was seen to be synonymous with the culture of the community, society, or
civilization (Shoham, 2011). Except in a few cases where elite actors are discussed, absent in
these works is the idea of individuals or social groups actively engaged in custodial work to
maintain traditions thereby ensuring their continuity over time (Soares, 1997).

Early anthropologists distinguished between the static “traditional” societies in which
they did fieldwork and the changing “modern” societies from which they arrived (Jacobs, 2007).
Social scientists studying industrializing societies took a similar approach in portraying tradition
as a totality. For mainstream sociology however, tradition in industrial societies was either
relatively unimportant, because it was in rapid decline, or anti-modern, because it restrained
modernization (Eisenstadt, 1973; Soares, 1997). In a variation, researchers taking a critical
perspective have proposed that many traditions that appear old are in fact relatively modern
‘invented traditions’ used by societal elites to legitimate status hierarchies (Hobsbawm &
Ranger, 1983). Political scientists, meanwhile, associated traditions with the sum of a
community’s culture, values, and institutions, using these to explain modernization, international
relations, and enduring differences between civilizations (Eisenstadt, 1973; Huntington, 1993;

1997).
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Both the functional and critical streams informed management scholarship, particularly
the “first wave” of organizational culture research (Trice & Beyer, 1993; Weber & Dacin, 2011)
and critical management theory, respectively. A tradition-as-constraint perspective, though
sometimes discounting the importance of tradition as a social phenomenon, provides valuable
insights about how traditions can constrain or mold actors. The idea that traditions could serve as
“rites” enabling actors to change status, especially in a social system, would become important
on research in organizational culture and socialization (Trice & Beyer, 1993). Below, we
describe the functional and critical streams and their influence on management research. In the
sections afterward, we describe social scientists’ effort to reconceptualize tradition, and the
emergence of a tradition-as-resource view in management.

Functional streams in the social sciences and management theory: Sociological
thought on tradition was heavily influenced by Emile Durkheim and Max Weber at the turn of
the 20™ century, who both emphasized the loss of traditional social relations in modernizing
societies (Soares, 1997). In his earlier work, Durkheim (1893/2014) contrasted the “mechanical
solidarity” that integrated individuals in traditional societies through cultural similarity and close
contact, with the “organic solidarity” that he argued formed the basis for integration of
individuals in modern societies through a division of labor.

In his later work, Durkheim (1912/2008) presented a continuing role for tradition in the
context of religion. He described religion as shared beliefs and rites concerning the sacred
through which members of a society enacted to periodically reaffirm their commitment to a
shared moral ideal. Though Durkheim saw traditional religious symbols and cosmological
explanations losing their potency in modernity, he suggested new rites would emerge from

societies’ continuing need to build collective sentiment.
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Weber (1905/2010) also saw tradition as an important historical force, linking religious
traditions with economic organization — most famously associating the Protestant ethic with the
development of capitalism. However, Weber saw rationalization as a dominant force in modern
society: the replacement of customary or habitual behavior with legal-rational rules (1978). By
associating tradition with customary behavior, something present only in the absence of
reflection, Weber’s work implied to social scientists that tradition had diminishing importance in
modernizing societies (Jacobs, 2007; Shoham, 2011).

Among anthropologists, Van Gennep (1909/1961) provides an important exception to
studies that separate ‘traditional’ and ‘modern’ societies. Van Gennep proposed that societies
ranging from small-scale tribes, to ancient Greece and Rome, to modern industrial societies
contained numerous traditions which served as “rites of passage”, ceremonies that “enable the
individual to pass from one defined position to another which is equally well defined... birth,
childhood, social puberty, betrothal, marriage, pregnancy, fatherhood, initiation into religious
societies, and funerals” (1909/1961, p. 3). Drawing an analogy between ancient and modern
practices, Van Gennep’s rites of passage model proposed deeper continuities exist between
social groups that could appear dissimilar in other ways: that both tribal societies and modern
organizations, for instance, had basic functions that required some sort of ceremony to fulfill,
such integrating or expelling members, confirming changes of relationships between members,
and the like.

Providing a method for analyzing cultural rites and their impact on social groups, the rites
of passage model would be embraced by researchers seeking to decipher corporate rituals in
early organizational culture research (Trice & Beyer, 1984). Trice and Beyer (1969; 1984; 1993)

used Van Gennep’s (1909/1961) “rites of passage” model to illustrate how rites and rituals,
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resembling those of tribal societies, facilitate essential organizational functions including
socialization, renewal, and conflict reduction. Traditions in this model are conceptualized as part
of organizational “rites” which ritualistically mark off social transitions, such as “rites of
passage” which transition individuals into new social roles (e.g., when outsiders become
colleagues during organizational socialization) or “rites of integration” which revive members’
sense of belonging to a common social system (e.g., through office parties which temporarily
loosen constraints on formality).

While the rites of passage model appears to capture both ‘tradition-as-constraint’ and
‘tradition-as-resource’ thinking, we believe it fits more comfortably with a tradition-as-constraint
view since it portrays the individuals engaging in rites of passage as relatively passive audiences
or participants conforming to a tradition, rather than actively vested agents or custodians who
maintain and transform traditions. Nevertheless, through Van Gennep (1909/1961) and Trice and
Beyer (1969; 1984), management research’s early conceptualization of tradition saw it as
something fulfilling important social functions and co-existing with modernity.

Coinciding with Trice and Beyer’s work on organizational rites of passage (1984), other
management theorists of the 1970s and 1980s adapted ideas and ethnographic methods from
anthropology to explore the languages, symbols, and norms of corporate settings (Deal &
Kennedy, 1982; Van Maanen, 1999; 2011, Schein, 2010). Much like early anthropologists and
sociologists, many of these studies in management did not distinguish traditions as a distinct
social phenomenon. Instead, authors tended to treat tradition, along with symbols, values, stories,
rites, and rituals, as a subset of an organization’s culture (Deal & Kennedy, 1982; Trice & Beyer,

1993). Tradition in this stream was either synonymous with an organization’s culture or
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established practices, or something that symbolizes an organization’s culture (Deal & Kennedy,
1982; Trice & Beyer, 1984).

While pointing to the important functions of organizational rites and rituals, studies in the
first wave of organizational culture research seem to fit a tradition-as-constraint view. These
studies brought important insights about how traditions mold individuals, groups, and
organizations, but gave little attention to how actors in turn shaped traditions over time through
agency (Weber & Dacin, 2011). While both practitioner and scholarly work continues the ideas
developed in this stream of organizational culture research, tradition is not generally treated as a
unique phenomenon or topic of study (Chatman & O’Reilly, 2016).

Critical streams in the social sciences and organization theory: Within the tradition-as-
constraint theme extending from the foundational works at the turn of the 20" century to more
recent management scholarship, researchers’ descriptions of tradition ranged from being
functional to unimportant to, at its worst, something stifling modernization (Durkheim,
1912/2008; Van Gennep, 1909/1961; Weber, 1905/2010; Shoham, 2011). Alongside these views
a more critical stream emphasized traditions as systems of oppression. While Freud characterized
tradition as religious sentiments repressed in modern society, and Marxists saw tradition as
something to be undermined in their writings, a more elaborate expression of this view emerged
from Hobsbawm and Ranger’s (1983) edited collection (Soares, 1997). Unlike the previous
works described above, this approach gives emphasis to the conscious creation and transmission
of traditions, and to their co-existing with modernity.

Hobsbawm (1983) articulates a critical perspective, focusing on ‘invented traditions’...
“Traditions which appear or claim to be old... [but] are often quite recent in origin” (p. 1).

According to this view, societal elites establish traditions in response to historical changes that
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undermine their power. Thus, traditions, as a set of symbolic practices governed by custodial
elites constituting either overt or tacit rules, serve to socialize non-elites into particular norms
and values that protect the elite’s status (Hobsbawm, 1983). Still, while challenging the
‘coherence’ view of tradition in early sociology, neither Hobsbawm nor his co-author Ranger
(Hobsbawm and Ranger, 1983) embrace the view that traditions are a resource that all actors can
engage with in an open-ended manner. Only small groups of elites in societies are portrayed as
active organizers, guardians or custodians of tradition. The mass of non-elite actors, however, is
portrayed as passive participants or audiences who have traditions imposed on them and who are
transformed (or made docile) by their experiences.

Hobsbawm and Ranger’s (1983) view finds some currency among management theorists,
either as a direct influence or as something which anticipated researchers’ conclusions. Rosen
(1985; 1988) for instance, illustrates how traditions such as corporate breakfasts or Christmas
parties reinforce status hierarchies in organizations. In this view, traditions allow organizational
elites to symbolically communicate members’ differences in power and prestige in front of
assembled audiences (Di Domenico & Phillips, 2009). Rowlinson and Hassard (1993) draw on
the notion of invented traditions to show how organizations selectively reinterpret their pasts to
develop desired identities and legitimate policies.

In summary, social scientists during the turn of the 20" century primarily took a tradition-
as-constraint approach, an approach which has been taken up more recently by “first wave”
organizational culture researchers. To many proponents of this view, tradition represents a
coherent whole made up by the sum of institutions, values, and other cultural elements in a
society. Except in descriptions of elite actors motivated to maintain systems of hierarchy, there is

little sense of custodians. For the most part, traditions in this approach are relatively static
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(though eroding) entities which guide and constrain the behavior of passive participants whose
actions and beliefs are shaped by the traditions into which they are born. This approach makes
tradition difficult to distinguish from culture. Moreover, it suggests tradition is either
unchanging, as when anthropologists compared “traditional” societies with “modern” ones, or a
force in decline, as when sociologists describe the inevitable (and sometimes desirable) march of
societies to modernity (Shoham, 2011).

This is not to say tradition is perceived as having no value or impact on society. As
mentioned, Van Gennep (1909/1961) proposed that traditions serve essential functions in
society; an idea that was adopted by management researchers giving attention to tradition as part
of the organizational culture scholarship in the 1970s and 1980s (Barley et al., 1988; Weber &
Dacin, 2011). Critical management theorists also found the notion of ‘invented traditions’ helpful
in describing how elites organize and maintain traditions to defend their social positions in
turbulent social contexts (Hobsbawm & Ranger, 1983).

Reformulations in the Social Sciences and Humanities: Tradition as a Resource

In this section, our intent is to show how social scientists since the 1950s, moved away
from a ‘tradition-as-constraint’ view to a view that emphasizes traditions as dynamic resources
that are actively managed (Eyerman & Jamison, 1998; Gusfield, 1967; Shils, 1981; Soares, 1997;
Shoham, 2011; Stinchcombe, 1965; Weber & Dacin, 2011), what we refer to as a ‘tradition-as-
resource’ view. Below, we focus on three themes that characterize a tradition-as-resource
approach: emphasis on traditions as changing, multiple and co-existing with modernity; the
custodianship of traditions; and the open-ended outcomes of tradition. We provide a short
overview of how this reformulated idea of tradition has brought new insights across a variety of

social science and humanities subfields, including cultural sociology, economic sociology,
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history, folklore studies, the philosophy of science, marketing, and tourism studies—each of
which tend to emphasize how traditions enable, rather than constrain social action (Biggart &
Beamish, 2003; Belk & Costa, 1998; Bruns, 1991; Chhabra, Healy, & Sills, 2003; Halbawchs,
1992; Kuhn, 1962; Lowenthal, 2015; Redfield, 1960; Zerubavel, 1996). After providing this
background, we describe how a tradition-as-resource view influenced and emerged in the field of
management after the 1980s.

Our review of the last few decades of research suggests that a tradition-as-resource has
become the dominant perspective. Though we believe this perspective comes from a more
nuanced analysis of tradition, we also argue that the older tradition-as-constraint view retains
valid findings that if abandoned, will lead to a partial and fragmented understanding of the
phenomenon. We suggest that integration of the two perspectives is necessary because neither
alone accounts for the mutual transformation of actors and traditions in their interaction over
time. But first we recount the emerging trends in the tradition-as-resource literature steams.

Multiple and co-existing traditions: Beginning in the 1960s, Stinchcombe theorized that
the time and place in which an organizational form originated imprinted organizations of that
type with an “organizational tradition” surviving into future periods even if its environment later
changed (Stinchcombe, 1965, p. 160). Importantly, Stinchcombe explicitly suggested a role for
agency and custodianship in the transmission of traditions, stating “The problem is to specify
who it is that carries ‘tradition’ and why they carry it, whose ‘interests’ become ‘vested,” under
what conditions, by what devices, whose ‘folkways’ cannot be changed by regulation, and why”
(Stinchcombe, 1965, p. 167). Moreover, this view brought tradition to the field-level, suggesting

that multiple traditions can co-exist in society without necessarily forming a coherent whole.
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Gusfield (1967) drew on a range of empirical examples to challenge sociological thought
since Weber depicted tradition and modernity as polar opposites or tradition as something
impeding modernism. Illustrating “fallacies” in prior research, such as assumptions that
traditions were unchanging in ‘traditional’ societies, that a society’s tradition formed a coherent
whole, or that modernization necessarily weakened tradition, Gusfield promoted the now
dominant “co-existence” sociological perspective on tradition (Gusfield, 1967). According to this
view, modern social arrangements do not replace traditional ones, but exist alongside each other
and have varying relationships, ranging from conflict to mutual reinforcement (Shoham, 2011).
While these essays informed future research, it was Shils’ (1981) influential theory which
distinguished tradition as a phenomenon of study apart from culture or as a peripheral element in
studies of modernization.

Shils’ (1981) theory defines tradition as any element of past practice or belief that is
transmitted (“handed down”) by an authority to others who re-enact them for at least three
generations. Unlike prior approaches which viewed societal tradition as a coherent unity — and
therefore difficult to distinguish from culture, Shils argues that discrete traditions in a society can
be identified by spotting both the product (which could be a language, skill, artifact, social
arrangement, or idea) and its transmission process. Our characterization of this view is one of
tradition as a resource because, here, traditions allow custodians, their communities and
members to fulfill various needs ranging from order to creativity to love.

While Weber and early anthropologists equated tradition with unthinking behavior
(Shoham, 2011), Shils (1981) portrays adherents of a tradition as active agents or custodians
adapting tradition to achieve various goals. The theory distinguishes between ‘substantive’

traditions such as religion and marriage, which provide stability to societies, and ‘creative’
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traditions such as science, philosophy, and painting which include rules by which their
practitioners modify them (Jacobs, 2007). While all traditions, according to Shils, contain a
“normativeness of transmission” (i.e., the assumption that they are worthy of acceptance by
future generations), creative traditions inherently encourage adherents to adapt them to suit
emerging needs or discoveries. These actors are then custodians of tradition, that is, individuals
and groups who maintain and adapt traditions because, far from constraining action, traditions
enable them to accomplish important goals.

Shils’ theory of tradition (1981) can be characterized as evolutionary, in that the
traditions that survive are those which adapt to changing environments (Jacobs, 2007).
Importantly, this perspective emphasizes that tradition is not opposed to modernity. Rather,
modernity should be seen as one set of traditions, primarily a creative tradition of rationalization
in large organizations, replacing other, primarily substantive, traditions. Stinchcombe’s (1965)
and Shils’ (1981) theorizing on tradition, and particularly its emphasis on custodians actively
managing or transmitting tradition, informs more recent treatments of tradition in the social
sciences, with later work refining, critiquing, or applying these ideas (Eyerman & Jamison, 1998;
Jacobs, 2007; Shoham, 2011; Soares, 1997).

While there is variance in definitions of tradition, more recent perspectives emphasize the
crucial role of custodians—individuals or groups who are vested in the continuity of traditions
and who carry, invent, guide, adapt, and protect them. Despite differences, many of these views
share an interest in how custodians actively and often strategically connect with tradition. In
anthropology, researchers examine tradition as a form of communication within groups, as tacit
knowledge, and as a resource against domination (Boyer, 1992; Douglas, 1972; Phillips &

Schochet (2004). In the field of history, Lowenthal (2015) advanced the view that societies
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continually reinterpret their pasts, sometimes stagnating social change, at other times
encouraging groups to imagine new possibilities; the past may be various portrayed as similar or
different compared to the present, and motives for interpreting the past range from political to
aesthetic.

Traditions as actively managed resources: Within sociology, several researchers
challenge the ‘invented tradition” approach by theorizing how actors creatively use and adapt
traditions. Eyerman and Jamison (1998), for example, emphasize that traditions involve
“conscious articulation” ... “it is the conscious articulation—the process of naming, defining,
and making coherent—which distinguishes tradition from custom or habit, which are similar in
that they all deal with recurrence” (Eyerman & Jamison, 1998, p. 27). By defining tradition as
conscious behaviour, Eyerman and Jamison’s definition explicitly excludes earlier sociological
and anthropological views that conflated tradition with culture, values, or institutions.

Tradition drives social action because it provides rules and resources—there are musical
traditions, social movement traditions, and many others, which actors can use to communicate, to
organize, and create community. Like composing a new work in a musical genre, custodians
must embellish traditions to some degree in order to rejuvenate them and create new meaning but
must follow at least some rules in order to be understood. Likewise, Eyerman and Jamison
(1998) see tradition co-existing with modernity. Traditions survive in modern societies, but with
the breakdowns of national and local communities, individuals have greater opportunities to self-
select into cultural traditions which fulfill their needs for identity and group belongingness:
“Traditions in today’s world are usually selected rather than imposed... The selection of tradition
has become ever more individualized and transitory” (Eyerman & Jamison, 1998, p. 30). In this

regard, custodians facilitate both the selection and enactment of traditions. Finally, Eyerman and



21

Jamison’s (1998) view of tradition represents growing agnosticism about the origins of
tradition—rather than distinguishing between ‘authentic’ and ‘invented’ traditions, Eyerman and
Jamison (1998) note that all traditions are created by an individual or a collective custodian,
though the motives and whether the tradition emerged from a systematic effort varies. For
example, in their study of the Texas A & M Aggie Bonfire, Dacin & Dacin (2008) show that
traditions can emerge via serendipity rather than conscious articulation.

Arguing that “tradition, precisely defined, should be one of the ways sociologists
understand the logic of social action, group identity, and collective memory”, Soares (1997, p. 6)
lamented that most sociologists had either ignored the role of tradition, like the early sociologists
or, like Shils, treated it too broadly as anything displaying continuity. What is unique about
tradition, Soares (1997) argues, is that custodians are ‘self-conscious’ about their attempts to
show responsibility to ‘the past as well as the future’. Like Eyerman & Jamison (1998), Soares’
(1997) definition acknowledges tradition as a resource and something carried out by its adherents
in a highly self-conscious manner: “A living social tradition... must engage a group of
practitioners who have a sense of community based on a shared identification with a particular
past (Soares, 1997, p. 14)... [tradition is a] cultural resource which patterns the responses of
particular communities to contemporary challenges” (Soares, 1997, p. 16).

More recently, Shoham’s review of social scientific approaches to tradition argues that
the construct’s explanatory power can be increased by treating tradition as “a socio-cultural
practice that assigns temporal meaning” (Shoham, 2011, p. 314). In this view, whether traditions
are ‘authentic’ or ‘invented’ is largely unimportant: “every tradition must have been invented at
some time and by someone—whether great minds of in the Axial Age or the tourist industry of

the 20™ century; what is more, tradition is constantly being reinvented” (Shoham, 2011, p. 335).
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Instead, custodians collectively construct traditions, ranging from annual family parties to great
religions, to locate themselves through time (past, present, and future), just as the notion of place
locates communities geographically or social identities distinguish between groups. By
emphasizing the subjective, meaning-making aspect of tradition, Shoham (2011) argues that
tradition helps researchers understand how groups and societies interpret their world, construct
norms, legitimate authority, and develop collective identities. However, not all sociologists
ascribe to this view. Giddens (1999), for example, maintains the view that modernity involves
the erosion of tradition, defined as relatively unreflective behaviour.

In cultural sociology, following Swidler’s (1986) reconceptualization of culture as a
‘toolkit’ providing actors repertoires of action, researchers now emphasize a tradition-as-
resource perspective. In particular, researchers examine how communities establish traditions
that assist the formation and transmission of collective memory (Dacin & Dacin, 2018;
Armstrong & Crage, 2006; Simko, 2012; Vinitzky-Seroussi, 2002; Zerubavel, 1996). Building
on Halbawchs’ (1992) concept of collective memory, these studies portray participants as
custodial agents who collaborate as well as contest with one another to create and maintain
traditions such as commemorations (Steidl, 2013; Zerubavel, 1996).

Social movement theorists also draw on the notion of tradition, showing that activists and
organizations use tradition to legitimate their actions or develop new styles (Eyerman & Jamison,
1998; DeSoucey, 2010; Rao, Monin, & Durand, 2003). Tradition also serves as a basis for
developing group identity. Rao et al. (2003) find culinary traditions serving as bases for group
identities among French chefs, each associated with alternate role prescriptions and styles of
cooking. DeSoucey (2010) develops the concept of “gastronationalism” in food politics.

Examining the politics of foie gras in the European Union, DeSoucey (2010) illustrates how
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producers and French politicians linked the food to French national tradition, associating its
production and consumption with an affirmation of French identity and, moreover, building
support for economic protections. Other researchers such as Molotch, Freudenburg and Paulsen
(2000) likewise suggest that traditions help communities transform geographic space into a
distinct “place” associated with particular identities, styles, or ‘character’.

Tradition as resource in other disciplines: Outside of cultural sociology, economic and
institutional theorists have also started to turn their attention to tradition, mostly taking
perspectives that seem to fall closer to a tradition-as-resource perspective. Biggart and Beamish’s
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(2003) review uses the term ‘convention’ to describe ‘’shared templates for interpreting
situations and planning courses of action in mutually comprehensible ways” (Biggart &
Beamish, 2003, p. 444). From the economic sociology perspective, convention serves to
coordinate economic activity in societies because it makes behavior predictable. According to
this view, economic transactions involve not only risk (where rational decision-making is
possible, as expected outcomes can be calculated), but also uncertainty (where preferences
cannot be ranked or the facts are unclear). Under these circumstances, actors’ decisions require
some sort of justification which over time can become conventionalized—taken-for-granted and
mutually perceived to be ‘normal and right’ (Biggart & Beamish, 2003, p. 456). When
conventions form, these enable actors to predict and, to some degree, enforce each other’s
behavior. Thus, convention serves as a coordination mechanism in the way that markets or
hierarchies coordinate behavior (Biggart & Beamish, 2003). Tradition, particularly
Stinchcombe’s (1965) statement on organizational tradition, also informed the growing literature

on organizational imprinting and the notion that attributes an organization acquires during its

founding are retained despite later environmental change (Johnson, 2007; Marquis & Tilcsik,
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2013). In turn, this literature informed various subfields of management theory, including
institutional theory, organizational ecology, and career management (Marquis & Tilcsik, 2013).

In literature and folklore studies, scholars focused on tradition’s hermeneutic role—its
ability to help individuals or communities interpret their worlds (Bruns, 1991; McDonald, 1997;
Redfield, 1960). While many scholars in these areas treat tradition synonymously with culture,
Redfield (1960) distinguishes the “great tradition” of a society from its “little tradition”. Great
tradition, according to Redfield, consists of the urban, literary, learned, elite culture, consisting
of specialized bodies of knowledge such as the Western Canon. Little tradition, by contrast,
involves local, rural, unwritten, and “for the most part taken for granted and not submitted to
much scrutiny or considered refinement and improvement” (Redfield, quoted in Shoham, 2011,
p. 330). These two traditions interact in various ways through a civilization’s history, as when
Romantic artists incorporated folklore and rural traditions into literature and music now
considered high art.

In the philosophy of science literature, Kuhn’s (1962) theory of scientific paradigms
appears to align with Redfield’s notion of “great traditions”. Challenging the notion that
scientific research involves the gradual accumulation of findings, Kuhn (1962) argued that most
scientists conduct research within particular scientific traditions or “paradigms”, each with its
own problems and methods, and that great breakthroughs come not from the accumulation of
findings in these paradigms, but the replacement of one paradigm by another (for example,
Einstein’s theory of relativity did not improve Newtonian physics so much as replace it).

As scholarly understanding of tradition developed, researchers from applied disciplines
borrowed theories to explain phenomena of interest in management, marketing, and tourism.

Tourism researchers are especially interested in the question of authenticity, the conditions under
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which tourists experience traditions as authentic or “sincere” and the outcomes when they do so
(Chhabra et al., 2003; Robinson & Clifford, 2012; Taylor, 2001). In marketing, scholars tend to
examine tradition in the context of consumption as the basis for authenticity and nostalgia in
processes of myth and place making (Belk & Costa, 1998; Beverland & Farrelly, 2009;
Pefialoza, 2001; Thompson & Tian, 2007).

Management scholars have also turned their attention to tradition. The early management
literature did not usually distinguish tradition from other aspects of an organization’s culture,
such as symbols and rituals (Chatman & O’Reilly, 2016; Trice & Beyer, 1993). We attribute this
partially to a tradition-as-constraint perspective imprinted from theories drawn from seminal
sociological and anthropological works. As we elaborate in the following section, management
researchers’ more recent work goes further to theorize tradition as a distinct construct (Dacin &
Dacin, 2008; Hibbert & McQuade, 2005; Rowlinson & Hassard, 1993). While acknowledging
the positive direction of this trend, we argue that the focus on how custodians use traditions
strategically to accomplish organizational goals may obscure earlier insights about how
traditions change these actors as well (Trice & Beyer, 1993). The fragmented nature of this
literature makes it difficult for management theorists to grasp where earlier and later
management research streams present compatible claims, where their claims about tradition
conflict, what insights tradition brings to our understanding of organizational phenomena
generally, and what questions remain. We explore these issues below.

New Perspectives on Tradition in Management Scholarship

Since the 1980s, a variety of streams in management scholarship incorporate emerging

theories of tradition in the social sciences (Weber & Dacin, 2011). These areas of research,

which either treat tradition as an explanatory construct or explore its role in organizations,
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include the “second wave” of organizational culture research (New Organizational Culture
approach) (Birnholtz, Cohen, & Hoch, 2007; Howard-Grenville et al., 2013; Schultz & Hernes,
2013; Walsh & Glynn, 2008; Weber & Dacin, 2011), institutional theory (Dacin & Dacin, 2008;
Dacin et al., 2010; Lok & de Rond, 2013), critical management studies (Rosen, 1985; 1988; Di
Domenico & Phillips, 2009), field theory (Anand & Jones, 2008; Anand & Watson, 2004),
organizational history and memory (Foster et al., 2011; Hatch & Schultz, 2017; Rowlinson &
Hassard, 1993), and occasionally business ethics (Feldman, 2007), group dynamics (Fine &
Hallett, 2014; Fine & Corte, 2017), and interorganizational collaboration (Hibbert & McQuade,
2005; Hibbert & Huxham 2010). Much more than in earlier research, these studies highlight the
multiple modes in which actors engage with traditions—as organizers who establish a tradition,
as carriers who transfer it to new settings or generations, as participants who repeatedly enact it,
or as audiences who regulate it by conferring legitimacy or resources. We identify three themes
that characterize this research: traditions and custodianship, tradition as intangible assets, and
open-ended outcomes.

Traditions and custodianship: Institutional theorists have conceptualized traditions as
ritual practices involving an element of theatrical performance. While critical approaches also
touched on this aspect (Rosen, 1985), institutional and field studies describe more open-ended
motives among actors participating and outcomes of tradition (Anand & Watson, 2004; Dacin et
al., 2010). Importantly, these more recent efforts explicitly incorporate the notion of
custodianship or guardianship in management scholarship on tradition (Dacin & Dacin, 2008;
Dacin et al., 2010; DeJordy, 2010; Lok & de Rond, 2013). Dacin and Dacin (2008) was the first

study in management to build on Soares’ (1997) notion of custodianship to examine ‘traditions
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as institutionalized practice’ by illustrating how relatively stable and value-laden practices are
actively managed by custodians vested in their continuity.

Using the case of the Aggie Bonfire at Texas A&M University, Dacin and Dacin show
how following numerous challenges to its legitimacy over time, the Bonfire’s custodians adapted
it by altering or removing its ancillary elements, but retained the core elements that defined the
tradition (Dacin & Dacin, 2008). Dacin and Dacin (2008) and a second study linking ritual
performance to institutional maintenance (Dacin et al., 2010), suggest custodians manage and
transmit traditions for a variety of purposes, not necessarily with an intent to change or maintain
institutions. Dacin et al. (2010) and Lok and de Rond’s (2013) studies of formal dining in
Cambridge Colleges and the Oxbridge Boat Race, respectively, illustrate how custodians work
‘behind the scenes’ to maintain and transmit even the most ostensibly stable traditions. In formal
and voluntary roles, custodians socialize new organizational members to a tradition, enforce
adherence to its rules, and repair damage done to it through events which would otherwise
undermine it (Dacin et al, 2010; Lok & de Rond, 2013).

Tradition as intangible assets: The concept of traditions as intangible as