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Overview

o MLP and criticisms
o Institutional theory: Institutional logic and process of institutionalization
o Empirical analysis: Current structuration of water sector in Australia

o Implication for transition studies in general
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Multi-level perspective on sustainability transitions

‘deep structure’;
semi-coherent
set of rules that
coordinate
activities

Geels 2007, p. 401

MLP criticisms and possible improvements
(For criticisms debate see e.g. Genus/Coles 2008, Markard/Turffer 2008, Smith et al. 2005/2010. For
response to criticisms see Geels/Schot 2007, Geels 2011)

•

Lack of clear operationalization and conceptualization of regimes:
Too ‘monolithic’ and ‘homogenous’, not taking into account institutional
tensions and contradictions

 Institutional theory as conceptual foundation for assessing
structures and degrees of structuration


Determine strength/stability of regime by empirically analyzing its
institutional coherence

Concept 1: Institutional logics – the content of structures
(e.g. Thornton/Ocasio 2008; Friedland/Alford 1991)

• “Logics have been conceived of as organizing principles that govern
the selection of technologies, define what kinds of actors are
authorized to make claims, shape and constrain the behavioral
possibilities of actors, and specify criteria of effectiveness and
efficiency.” (Lounsbury et al. 2002)

• Different sources of rationality, master principles of society
stemming from central institutions in western society: market,
corporation, profession, state, family, religion

Dynamic approach towards institutions
• Market place
• Price
• Efficiency

• Personal reputation
• Quality of innovation
• Prof. association
• Peer review

• Trust, reciprocity
• Ideology
• group membership
• Management
• M-form
• Roles
• Household
• Patriarchal domination
• Honor
• Loyalty/solidarity

• Legal bureaucracy
• Political parties
• Democracy
• Welfare

• Deity
• Congregation
• Pray/preach

Concept 2: The process of institutionalization
(e.g. Barley/Tolbert 1997; Tolbert/Zucker 1999)

•

Structures are institutionalized to different degrees – age, diffusion, acceptance
– A highly institutionalized structure is an institution

•

Degree of institutionalization alters impact on actors and practices

•

Institutionalization needs work by actors (institutional work)

→ Levels of structuration = degrees of institutionalization

The process of institutionalization: 3 stages

Novelty

De-Institutionalization

Habitualization

Objectification
Work

Work

• Few actors
• Uncoordinated activity

• No consensus on theory,
knowledgebase, values,
users
• Unstable/impermanent

Sedimentation

• Consensus, values,
theories develop
• Discourse high
• Variance decreases
• Users heterogenous

• Complete diffusion
• Normative/taken-for-granted
• Less discourse
• Vested interests
• Low resistence
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MLP & institutional theory

•

Within a system there are one or more institutional logics that are
institutionalized to different degrees

•

High degree of institutionalization = high impact on actors

•

Regime: highly institutionalized core of the system, consisting of one or
more institutional logics. Coherence depending on competition between
logics

•

Continuum of institutionalized structures, not niche/regime dichotomy

Urban Water Sector in Australia
Research Questions, Data Sources and Methods

RQ1: What types of institutional logics exist in the urban water
sector?
RQ2: How institutionalized are they, i.e. how does the semicoherence of the field look like?

1)

Identify institutional logics: Sector analysis through documents, internet,
various scientific studies

2)

Assess institutionalization of logics:
1) Sector analysis as above
2) Discourse analysis of a public inquiry to urban water reform (87
submissions/66 actors, qualitative content analysis with qda software, later
quantitative analysis with excel)

Results 1:
Institutional logics present in Australia’s urban water sector (ideal types)

Results 2: Developments that indicate institutionalization
Water Market Logic
Pro

Con



Corporatization of utilities, profit orientation



Subsidies are still common



Heavy decrease in water sector employment between
1984-2000 (ca. -60%)



Reliance of non-price demand management
instead of price-demand management



Engagement of the private sector





Economic regulation

Movements against privatization of the ‘public
good’ water



Full cost recovery



Creation of water markets
Water Sensitive Logic



IWCM as policy



Env. water regulations, EPA






Recycling technologies: Increase from 2005-2010: 34%, 
which is ca. 17% of wastewater

water restrictions: total water use has decreased 46%
since 1997



Env. policies/objectives often unspecific and
unclear
Policy bans on indirect potable reuse
Large-scale recycling scheme not used to supply
drinking water
Problematic public perception of wastewater
recycling
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Results 3: Discursive activity as indication of institutional coherence

Category

Subcategory

Gov.

Utility

Academia

Consultant
/Firms

NGO

SUM

Hydraulic Logic

Health/Safety

23%

-21%

-5%

-9%

-31%

0%

Reliability

40%

-31%

14%

-55%

-77%

0%

National Growth

75%

-37%

-25%

-100%

-100%

0%

Social Equity

-32%

-33%

-49%

-100%

448%

0%

Efficiency

-14%

33%

23%

-21%

-46%

0%

Pricing

-7%

11%

26%

-60%

8%

0%

Competition

-13%

64%

-77%

97%

-40%

0%

Corporatization

12%

83%

-78%

-100%

-4%

0%

Market

-13%

3%

-7%

167%

-100%

0%

Environment

-5%

-24%

58%

12%

-53%

0%

IWCM

26%

-14%

41%

-72%

-100%

0%

Recycling

1%

-59%

36%

154%

-86%

0%

Water Conservation

-13%

44%

4%

-25%

-39%

0%

Community

-4%

8%

-11%

-56%

79%

0%

Technology

-13%

-57%

40%

189%

-66%

0%

Governance

20%

10%

-23%

-3%

-65%

0%

SUM

0%

0%

0%

0%

0%

0%

Water Market Logic

Water Sensitive Logic

General

Results 4: The semi-coherent structuration of the socio-technical system

Conclusions and implications

→ Institutional theory helps to describe and assess the structures of a system
and their degree of institutionalization

→ Identification of socio-technical regime that is heterogeneous and semicoherent
Implications for transition dynamics:

→ Niche-Regime interactions: Identify mismatches and frictions
→ Impact of broader societal transformations (landscape pressures) on
regimes

→ Conceptualization of agency as institutional work

Thank you!

