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A B S T R AC T In this article, the concept of membership is examined from an insti-

tutional perspective, focusing on the dynamics of membership in

professional fields. It is argued that membership in professional fields

is a product of interaction rituals that structure the boundaries of

fields, work to distribute power differentially within fields, and conse-

quently engender strategies of resistance on the part of those not

privileged by existing conditions. This framework motivates an

empirical examination of Canadian public accountants’ membership

strategies in the emerging field of environmental audit. Based on this

study, a three-part typology of membership strategies in professional

fields is proposed: association, stratification, colonization, each of

which effects particular sets of interaction rituals, transforms subject

positions in the professional field, and depends on specific sets of

conditions.

K E Y W O R D S institution � membership � profession � ritual

The concept of membership describes the bases of legitimate participation
in a social arena. Although membership has not been prominent in the
theoretical development of neo-institutional theory (DiMaggio & Powell,
1991), it is central to the concepts of institutions and fields. Empirical
examinations of the institutionalization of organizational forms and prac-
tices have rested on the implicit assumption of an identifiable membership,
whether of British local governments (Hinings & Greenwood, 1988),
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Norwegian fisheries (Holm, 1995) or American obstetricians (Goodrick &
Salancik, 1996). DiMaggio (1991: 267) argues that institutional member-
ship is critical to organizations, because ‘[f]ield boundaries, as they are
perceived by participants, affect how organizations select models for
emulation, where they focus information-gathering energy, and where they
recruit personnel’. Indeed, DiMaggio and Powell (1983) argue that two of
the key processes associated with the development of fields involve the
structuring of their membership: the negotiation and construction of field
boundaries, and the ‘emergence of sharply defined inter-organizational
structures of domination and patterns of coalition’ (DiMaggio & Powell,
1983: 148).

Membership is a particularly critical issue in professional fields, where
the importance of boundaries between members and non-members stems not
only from their role as guides to action and identity, but also from their
economic implications. The rules that demarcate membership in such fields
as law, medicine and accounting are typically oriented around bodies of
specialized knowledge that are often safeguarded formally by universities and
professional associations and informally by culturally entrenched under-
standings of the meaning of professional work (Abbott, 1988). At the same
time, these rules work to protect the incomes and social status of
professionals through the exclusion of lay persons. The financial and
strategic importance of these membership boundaries is evidenced by the
jurisdictional contests that occur among competing professional groups for
the occupation and control of emerging and transforming fields (Abbott,
1988; Covaleski et al., 2003; Dezalay & Garth, 1995; Lawrence, 1998;
Suddaby & Greenwood, 2001).

This article contributes to the development of an institutional theory
of membership in professional fields in two main ways. The first is through
the development of a theoretical framework that highlights the importance
of firm-level action in constituting the membership rules of professional
fields. This framework draws on the work of a number of micro-sociologists
whose relevance for institutional theory has begun to be noticed, but whose
ideas have not previously been brought together in a coherent framework.
Second, I propose an empirically based typology of membership strategies in
professional fields based on a study of environmental audit as it emerged in
Canada. This typology provides an important addition to the language of
institutional theory; although institutional entrepreneurship has received
increasing theoretical and empirical attention (DiMaggio, 1988; Garud et al.,
2002; Lawrence, 1999; Rao et al., 2000), the focus has primarily been on
the ways in which actors influence standards of practice rather than on the
rules that delineate membership in a field. Thus, although the concept of
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membership strategies has been proposed earlier (Lawrence, 1999), its
dynamics have not been fully explored or conceptualized.

The article is presented in five sections. In the first section, a theory of
membership as it applies to professional fields is outlined and the research
question that guides the study presented here is developed. The second
section describes the research methods used in the study of the membership
rules and strategies in the field of Canadian environmental audit as it
emerged in the early 1990s. The third section describes the results of this
study, focusing specifically on the strategies used by accountants as they
attempted to enter the field and reformulate its membership rules. In the
fourth section, the empirical study is drawn upon to develop a theoretical
typology of membership strategies in professional fields. The article
concludes with a discussion of the implications of the study for institutional
theory and organizational research.

The dynamics of membership in a professional field

The term ‘professional field’ is intended to be understood here as one type
of the more general concept of an ‘organizational field’ (DiMaggio & Powell,
1983; Warren, 1967). The term professional field is used, rather than
organizational field, for two reasons. The first is to recognize the structural
similarities across such fields – professional fields tend to have institutional-
ized practices of education, accreditation, soliciting clients, and managing
professional employees (Abbott, 1988). Second, the membership of
professional fields by their nature is constituted both by organizations (e.g.
firms, associations, educational institutions) and by individuals (pro-
fessionals, students); thus, the term organizational field is less clearly
representative of these fields than may be the case for some others.

According to Bourdieu (1993: 72), fields ‘present themselves synchron-
ically as structured spaces of positions (or posts) whose properties depend
on their positions within these spaces’. Thus, the analysis of membership in
fields is concerned with understanding the development and maintenance of
subject positions, rather than with the occupation of those positions by
particular organizations or individuals. This is because subject positions are
‘objectively defined’ in terms of their existence, their relationship to other
positions and the access to power, resources and profits they accrue to their
occupants (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992); individual actors occupy social
positions, but it is the positions and their structural qualities that provide
actors with resources, interests and opportunities. Because resources, includ-
ing rights to speak and act, are associated with particular subject positions
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(Bourdieu, 1993), actors need to take up such positions in order to legiti-
mately participate in the life of the field (Hardy & Phillips, 1999). The
concept of subject positions stands, therefore, in contrast to the concept of
identity, which has emerged as primarily describing the cognitive or discur-
sive construction of individual and organizational actors (typically in
relationship to other actors and collective social structures); (Albert &
Whetten, 1985; Dutton & Dukerich, 1991; Taylor & Van Every, 1993): fields
are constituted by subject positions that actors occupy and may draw on to
construct their and others’ identities.

In a professional field, the array of subject positions includes the core
occupational position (e.g. ‘public accountant’, ‘physician’) and core
organizational positions (e.g. ‘public accounting firm’, ‘community hospital’)
along with the surrounding individual and organizational positions which
include those involved in the educational, administrative and regulatory
functions associated with the occupation (Lawrence, 1998). Of course, the
centrality of any subject position is dependent on the field under consider-
ation and changes over time. Greenwood et al. (2002) studied the trans-
formation of public accounting in Canada and the emergence of the
multidisciplinary firm: whereas accounting firms once occupied a relatively
peripheral position in the field of management consulting and business
advisory services, these firms managed to construct a new position in the
form of the multidisciplinary firm that was far more central to this field.

The concept of subject positions provides a means of describing the
membership composition of a professional field. In the remainder of this
section, the dynamics of membership in professional fields is opened up: first,
the social production of membership is analyzed through the concept of
interaction rituals (Goffman, 1967); then, the reaction of actors to member-
ship structures is examined, focusing on the potential for strategies of resist-
ance.

Rituals: The enactment of membership

I argue here that membership in professional fields is produced through
and enacted within sets of ‘interaction rituals’ – routinized interactions
between two or more actors that are vested with some symbolic signifi-
cance (Collins, 1981, 1988; Durkheim, 1995; Goffman, 1967; Van
Maanen, 1992). These interaction rituals may be relatively informal (e.g.
business lunches with colleagues) or highly stylized (e.g. formal 
presentations at professional meetings); they may be primarily symbolic
(e.g. graduation ceremonies) or significantly task-oriented (e.g. meetings 
of audit teams). Together, however, they constitute the membership 
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boundaries of fields: through participation in these rituals actors negotiate
and signal their institutional membership.

In the context of professional fields, the interaction rituals that govern
membership vary significantly in terms of the degree to which they are
formalized and taken-for-granted (Abbott, 1988; Lawrence, 1998). In the
most highly institutionalized professions (e.g. public accounting, law), many
of the interaction rituals that determine membership are almost completely
formalized: professional education is administered through government-
sanctioned universities; apprenticeship and socialization occur within
professional service firms; admission to the profession is based on examin-
ations by the professional association. In other, less institutionalized
professions, and in newer sections of even mature professions, such inter-
action rituals are far less formal and often more significantly contested:
professional education is often provided on an ad-hoc basis by individuals
and firms; apprenticeship may be more tightly tied to individual masters;
admission may be a fuzzy concept based on reputation and experience
(Lawrence, 1998, 1999). Such interaction rituals in professional fields also
vary with respect to the actors involved: in mature fields, membership rituals
may involve relatively homogeneous or restricted sets of actors (public
accountants hiring, socializing and admitting other accountants); in contrast,
membership in emerging fields may be negotiated among a larger and more
heterogeneous set of actors including multiple professional groups and clients
(Abbott, 1988).

Regardless of their formality or the heterogeneity of participants, inter-
action rituals involve three key elements (Collins, 1988) that together effect
the membership boundaries of a professional field based on the interaction
of actors within it: (i) social interaction; (ii) a common focus of attention;
(iii) and a common emotional mood. Although the study of interaction
rituals originally emphasized the physical co-presence of actors (Collins,
1988; Durkheim, 1995), this emphasis is inconsistent with the multifarious
ways in which individuals interact in technologically advanced societies
(Gergen, 1991), and so social interaction refers here to the broad range of
interactions possible among social actors, rather than just their physical
assembly. The second and third elements, common focus of attention and
emotional mood, involve the intensification of social interaction so that it
becomes more meaningful. While all interaction calls for a certain common-
alty of attention, some situations are more demanding in this respect, such
as a medical team performing a surgery, a group of students writing a
professional entrance examination, or a group of managers and union repre-
sentatives negotiating a labor contract. Each of these situations demands that
participants take on and maintain a common focus during the ritualized
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interaction. Similarly, some rituals involve a more coercive or emotionally
charged relationship among participants than do others: emotional intensity
might be achieved through a celebratory aspect of a ritual in which partici-
pants are expected to experience and display positive emotions based on their
involvement in the ritual (Lawrence & Corwin, 2003; Trice & Beyer, 1984);
the emotional force of an interaction ritual can equally be associated with
coercive or conflictual relations among participants, so that actors might feel
angry, irritated or simply competitive with each other (Van Maanen, 1992).
At the field level, emotionally charged interaction rituals include those associ-
ated with the ability of the state to enforce regulatory compliance based upon
the threat of prosecution (Lawrence et al., 2001). Together, the three elements
of interaction rituals provide actors with the opportunity and symbolic
resources to establish institutional membership. Membership is a product of
interaction ritual chains in which actors co-construct relationships with each
other and membership boundaries: at the same time, membership boundaries
produce the social spaces in which particular interaction rituals are under-
stood as meaningful and valuable.

Neither the experience of membership nor its basis in interaction
rituals is a simple, binary phenomenon. The social boundaries of some
groups distinguish members sharply and powerfully from non-members,
whereas for other groups the distinction is less clear and distinct. These
differences reflect the way that interaction rituals vary in intensity and the
extent to which they are self-reproducing. Fields with strong, enduring
boundaries are built from powerful, self-reproducing rituals: these rituals
involve high levels of interaction, highly focused attention across ritual
participants, and strong pressures for emotional conformity (Collins, 1988).
This situation, where all ritual elements are strong, uniform and concrete,
supports the development of group boundaries which are strongly reified.
High levels of interaction allow for extensive surveillance and awareness of
membership (Gusfield, 1975), whereas highly uniform attentional focus and
emotions accentuate the difference between members and non-members who
do not share in the same ritual discourse (Douglas, 1973).

One set of membership rituals that exemplifies this process is pro-
fessionalization, where members of an occupation heighten the intensity of
ritual elements and develop reified institutional boundaries. Professionaliza-
tion increases the density of contact among its members through meetings,
media, examinations and coursework (Abbott, 1988). Furthermore, it
focuses their attention and emotions through the production of standardized
practices and codes of conduct and ethics (Macdonald, 1984), so that as
professionals engage in professionally sanctioned rituals, they do so with 
a common focus (e.g. accountants’ focus on the credibility of financial 
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information) and a common emotional tone (e.g. the emotional distance or
‘coolness’ often associated with professionalism). Finally, professionalization
usually involves the reification of credentials through an accreditation
process in which some specific designation is bestowed on its members
(Abbott, 1988): accountants in Canada, for example, become chartered
accountants who are legally allowed to perform ‘audits’.

Resistance: The strategy of institutional membership

Any examination of membership must recognize that the membership defi-
nitions of a field are of strategic interest to affected organizations and indi-
viduals. The processes that effect membership rules work to ‘define new
organizing situations, redefine existing ones, and specify the means for
coping rationally with each’ (Meyer & Rowan, 1977: 344), implicitly
assuring that the conditions that demarcate membership in a field work to
privilege some actors at the expense of others. In professional fields, inter-
action rituals define the boundaries of the profession by structuring the
relationships among professionals, clients, regulators and other stakehold-
ers. Consequently, interaction rituals also structure the distribution of the
field’s economic benefits.

The effects of powerful interaction rituals on the membership bound-
aries of a field and the resulting distribution of capital produce a paradox.
As argued earlier, rituals with high social density, highly focused attention,
and strong emotional conformity result in tightly bounded social units that
restrict the allocation of field-specific capital to members. The reification of
field boundaries and the distribution of capital both feed back positively on
the interaction rituals that support them; strong boundaries and social privi-
lege both support members’ sense of superiority and motivate members to
maintain group-focused rituals. These same dynamics, however, create a
strategic tension if the allocation of social capital motivates ‘outsiders’ to
change the rules of the game by undermining critical rituals. Thus, the
dynamics of interaction rituals suggest both the power of social reproduc-
tion and the possibility of transformational change (Oliver, 1991): surveil-
lance and uniformity produce the conformity and rigidity that encourages
further surveillance and uniformity, while simultaneously motivating
excluded actors to work to undermine the rituals that support the status quo.

Membership in professional fields is thus inherently dynamic. As Oliver
(1991) discussed with respect to institutional pressures in general, member-
ship boundaries can engender strategies of resistance on the part of those less
privileged by the boundaries, who are often those excluded by the member-
ship boundaries. (See Figure 1 for an overview of the theoretical framework.)
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Social boundaries effectively associate various forms and amounts of ‘capital’
with particular subject positions in the field (Bourdieu, 1986). Capital
includes a diverse range of resources, including educational qualifications,
social networks, and legitimate authority as well as economic capital. The
differential allocation of capital based on the boundaries of institutional
fields sets up a situation in which conflict is embedded in their structures
(Collins, 1975): actors will work to gain access to privileged positions or
attempt to enact new rituals in order to change institutional rules and redis-
tribute capital (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992; Lawrence, 1999). As Abbott
(1988) argues, conflict over the control of jurisdictions is a central dynamic
in professional fields. Dezalay and Garth (1995), for instance, document the
contests over membership in the field of international commercial arbi-
tration: this field includes a number of distinct positions including ‘leading
continental academic’, ‘senior judge’ and ‘Anglo-American law firm’, the
centrality and value of which has changed over time based significantly on
the strategies of the actors engaged in the field.
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The dynamics I have described here lead to a situation in which the
membership of professional fields may be transformed either through the
impact of external disruptions or through the strategies of interested actors.
I have argued that the starting point for understanding these dynamics is the
set of interaction rituals that effect the membership rules for the field and in
so doing differentially distribute the capital produced and motivate different
actors to reproduce or resist those rituals. A key issue then concerns the ways
in which actors attempt to create new interaction rituals in order to reorient
this process. Although the strategic importance of membership structures in
professional fields is clear, and there exists significant evidence of conflict
over these structures from a variety of contexts (e.g. Covaleski et al., 2003;
Dezalay & Garth, 1995; Lawrence, 1998; Suddaby & Greenwood, 2001),
the empirical examination of membership strategies in professional fields is
underexamined. This leads to the research question that guides the remain-
der of this article:

What strategies do actors use when they attempt to affect the member-
ship structures in a professional field?

Methods

Research context

A powerful example of the membership dynamics of professional fields is
provided by the strategies of Canadian public accountants as they entered the
emerging field of environmental audit. This context is particularly well suited
to the examination of institutional membership issues for a number of
reasons. First, the field of environmental audit represented an emerging
professional field (Power, 1997) in which the roles and authorities of different
professional were unclear and contested. Environmental audit began as an
area of activity primarily concerned with due diligence processes associated
with private contracts: purchasers and insurers of land and of businesses often
needed reassurance that there would not emerge some unforeseen pollution
or environment-related liabilities (Power, 1997; Wilson, 1992). At the time of
this study, environmental audit was beginning to become more broadly
connected to regulatory structures (Power, 1997), a transformation which was
opening up the possibility of different processes and roles for different
professional groups. Thus, environmental audit provided an opportunity to
examine institutional dynamics in flux, where the interaction of rituals, rules
and resources is more transparent than in a well-established, highly insti-
tutionalized context (Aldrich & Fiol, 1994). The field of environmental
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services engendered a large amount of discussion and debate in the Canadian
public accounting profession immediately prior to the data collection phase
of this study: there was a special issue of CA Magazine (1991) devoted to
environmental issues; the Canadian Institute of Chartered Accountants
(CICA) formed an Interest Group on environmental services; the CICA estab-
lished two research groups to examine environmental audit and environ-
mental accounting; and the largest accounting firm in Canada organized an
environmental services company.

A second important reason that the strategies of accountants in
environmental audit is an appropriate site is that accountants were not
customarily associated with the environment (Power, 1997; Specht & Buhr,
1994; Wilson, 1992). The natural environment and its degradation had long
been the focus of natural scientists, including hydrologists and soil scientists.
The engineering profession had also been extensively involved in processes
concerned with examining the polluting potential of industrial and commer-
cial sites. The early connection of environmental audit to contractual
proceedings had also led to lawyers playing a central role in the field. In
contrast, the role of accountants in environmental issues had historically
been marginal, essentially limited to establishing the costs of clean-up oper-
ations or, more broadly, assisting in the valuation of environmental damages
(Power, 1997; Specht & Buhr, 1994; Wilson, 1992). Unlike areas of account-
ing practice that were institutionalized within the domain of Canadian
professional accounting, such as financial auditing and taxation, member-
ship for accountants in environmental audit was not simply a matter of
participating in the established entrance rituals (e.g. joining a firm, course-
work, writing professional exams). If accountants, both individually and as
a profession, were to gain membership in the field of environmental audit,
they would need to engage in strategies that resisted and attempted to re-
formulate dominant rules of membership. Thus, the forms of resistance
expected in this case involved competition between professional groups as
they attempted to gain control of the environmental arena, rather than
among members of the same profession.

Data collection

The data were collected using a theoretical, or ‘purposive’, sampling design
(Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Lincoln & Guba, 1985): this sampling strategy
involves choosing successive subjects based on information already obtained;
the sample is continuously focused as insights and information accumulate;
and selection occurs until information redundancy or saturation is achieved.
Data collection occurred in waves, as information from previous interviewees

Human Relations 57(2)1 2 4

01 lawrence (ds)  23/4/04  9:08 am  Page 124



was integrated and successive interviewees were identified. The importance
of these networks is based on evidence from previous research (DiMaggio,
1991; Powell, 1991) that institutional change flows through personal and
professional linkages.

The primary form of data collection was a series of tape-recorded,
semi-structured interviews with accountants, lawyers and engineers who
were involved with environmental services. The interviews focused on the
interviewees’ activities that dealt with the environment, including: their
strategies in the environmental area; their relationships with clients and other
professionals; the rules, norms and practices associated with environmental
audit; the attributes, experiences or actions that were required to become
involved in environmental audit, both for their own professions and others;
and, the resources that they felt were critical. The interviews also covered
more general issues, including their institutional and professional contexts.
As this study was part of a larger study of the emergence of new services in
the Canadian accounting industry, the topics covered in the interviews were
not limited strictly to issues of membership; moreover, the analytical frame-
work used in this article emerged in the analysis of the data after the inter-
views were completed and so the questions were not intended to test that
framework.

In total, 20 interviews related to environmental audit were conducted
(13 accountants from 8 different firms, 3 lawyers, 3 engineers, 1 environ-
mental activist), 19 of which were tape-recorded and transcribed. Although
direct observation of interaction rituals would have been beneficial to the
study, the use of interviews to collect data on patterns of interaction among
actors in a field has been shown to be a useful and reliable methodology of
collecting data on patterns of interaction and processes among actors in a
field (Dyck & Starke, 1999; Pinnington & Morris, 2002; Xin & Pearce,
1996). Along with the interviews, documentary data were also collected.
These included: organizational documents such as brochures and organiz-
ational charts; individuals’ curriculum vitae; and, conference materials,
including articles, overheads, and cases. At each interview, I requested any
documents that might help to explain either the current position or the
history of the individual and the firm with respect to the service area.

Data analysis

Initially, all interview transcripts were imported into NUD*IST, a qualitative
data analysis software package. The interview transcripts were coded in an
iterative manner, working back and forth between theory and data. From the
broad set of codes initially developed, a theoretical focus on issues of
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membership, institutional fields and institutional strategies emerged. The
coding of the data was refined toward an eventual focus on the elements of
interaction rituals and the structures of the professional fields of accounting
and environmental audit. The focus of the analysis presented is on the
relationships between the pattern of membership rules that characterize an
institutional field and the strategies that actors utilize to affect those rules.

Results

Membership in the field of Canadian environmental audit

The development of environmental audit in the Canadian public accounting
industry has occurred within a historical context in which environmental
audit first evolved outside of public accounting. Figure 2 (adapted from
Wilson, 1992) illustrates some of the significant events in the history of
environmental audit in North America. Legal and technical discourses domi-
nated early professional involvement in Canadian environmental manage-
ment (CICA, 1992: 1; Specht & Buhr, 1994), as they did in other countries
(Power, 1997). For example, in a survey of private sector firms developing
environmental audit programs, 100% of respondents listed compliance with
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environmental laws and regulations as a key objective (Wilson, 1992). An
important element of this discourse was the 1988 Canadian Environmental
Protection Act (CEPA). This act increased fines and upgraded certain
environmental violations to criminal offenses.

At the time of this study, the challenge for accountants in environ-
mental audit was most fundamentally, ‘Do we belong?’. This question
revolved around the legitimacy of accountants’ potential contribution to
environmental issues and problems. It was being asked most seriously along
the dividing lines between accountants and other professions, including
lawyers and engineers. Unfortunately for the accounting profession, one of
the most uniformly held beliefs among the non-accountants interviewed was
the irrelevance of accountants to environmental matters. This comment from
an environmental activist typified the attitude of most interviewees (all
quotes in this section are from interviewees except where noted):

We have had a lot of consultants working for us doing, you know, 
biologists, hydrologists, various engineers, various consultants doing
consulting work for us and so there is that whole area as well and they
play a very valuable role . . . Now the accountant I see primarily as a
bookkeeper.

(Interview, environmental activist)

From the perspective of interviewees other than accountants, the potential
for the accounting profession to add any significant value to the field of
environmental audit was very limited. Lawyers argued that the field
demanded strong legal and political skills that accountants lack: as one
lawyer summarized, ‘I just do not think that accountants have a whole bunch
to offer in this area’. Engineers argued that environmental audit is primarily
a technical practice, largely unrelated to the processes associated with finan-
cial audit. In general, few interviewees outside of the accounting profession
could envision a strong role for accountants in environmental audit.

Membership strategies

The dominance of other professional groups led to the marginalization of
accountants in the field of environmental audit such that they were largely
excluded from access to the economic capital generated in the field. Accoun-
tants’ lack of field-specific legitimacy led them to engage in strategies of
resistance, aimed at redefining the membership rules of environmental audit.
The membership strategies of accountants in this field focused on the estab-
lishment of a legitimate position for environmental accountants, either
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through the introduction of a specialized role for accountants in the
environmental field, or through the reconfiguration of the legitimate scope
of public accounting as a field. Thus, the patterns of resistance that are
examined here are in terms of accountants’ broad-based resistance to
dominant definitions of membership in environmental auditing.

In analyzing the interview data, three specific strategies were identified:
(i) GreenLEAP; (ii) Quarterbacking; and (iii) Increasing Environmental
Accountability. These strategies were not so much competing as comple-
mentary approaches taken by the leading accountants and accounting firms
in the environmental area. The labeling of these strategies reflects both the
native discourse of the interviewees and my observations of common patterns
of strategic activity. For example, the label ‘Quarterbacking’ comes from the
descriptions of their own activities used by two of the interviewees. In the
remainder of this section, I discuss the three strategies, highlighting the inter-
action rituals and subject positions effected by each.

GreenLEAP

The first strategy aimed at reformulating the boundaries of the field of
environmental audit involved the formation of a professional association:
The Independent Association of Legal, Engineering and Accounting
Professionals for the Environment – GreenLEAP. This association was
formed by a chartered accountant in 1992 as a means of exchanging infor-
mation and ideas among professionals whose work was related to the
environment. Although formally interdisciplinary, GreenLEAP’s membership
was dominated by accountants. The association’s output included a quar-
terly newsletter and a computerized directory of GreenLEAP members,
environmental professionals, government agencies and non-governmental
organizations intended to serve as a contact management system. The first
issue of GreenLEAP’s quarterly newsletter reflected the identity of Green-
LEAP’s founder; three of the four articles were written by accountants, all
members of the founder’s firm. The focus of the newsletter was technical and
financial in nature, with the first articles examining ‘Maximizing Tax Incen-
tives on Scientific Research and Experimental Development’, ‘Environmental
Accounting’, and ‘Lender Liability’.

GreenLEAP as a membership strategy was constituted by a set of
interaction rituals. The publishing and reading of the newsletter itself acted
as a new, and potentially important, ritualized interaction, tying together
its publishers and recipients. Although the newsletter did not necessarily
demand any direct communication among GreenLEAP members, it did
constitute a form of indirect interaction whereby those involved did so on
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the basis of their membership in a professional community: to receive and
read the GreenLEAP newsletter was a clear signal that one was a part of
a larger community of environmental professionals. Furthermore, the
newsletter worked to unify the group’s focus of attention. In this case,
attention was focused on technical aspects of environmental management
that were thought to have interdisciplinary relevance. In practice, however,
this translated into issues that had a strong financial dimension as
suggested by the article titles cited. The emotional mood of the newsletter
was alarming, pointing to, for example, ‘27,000 hazardous waste sites in
the United States alone’, and technical, translating the problem sites into
‘a projected total cleanup bill of $675 billion’. These figures projected a
criticality onto environmental problems in a manner that might best be
dealt with by professionals, including, and perhaps particularly, financial
professionals.

A key aim of the founders of GreenLEAP was the construction of a
new subject position – the ‘environmental professional’ – that would be
central to the field of environmental audit. Critical to the accountants
involved was the manner in which GreenLEAP worked explicitly to construct
the position of environmental professional as including accountants, which
it did in at least two ways. First, it inscribed accountants within the phrase,
‘Legal, Engineering and Accounting Professionals for the Environment’
implicitly convening a position which included these disparate professions.
Second, the goal of establishing GreenLEAP as an important source of infor-
mation for environmental professionals would entail connecting accoun-
tants, engineers and lawyers through a common information medium that
was published and edited by a chartered accountant. The social production
of this new subject position was important both because it would connect
accountants involved in environmental work with a network of other
professionals and clients, and because it would construct the ongoing
environmental work of certain accountants’ work activities as a legitimate
part of a field, rather than as some idiosyncratic professional behavior.

Although GreenLEAP embedded accountants within its conceptualiz-
ation of environmental professionals, its constitution as a subject position
was weakened by the factors that made this possible. The position of
‘environmental professional’ was delineated in very general terms, to include
those ‘individuals from other disciplines whose work is related to the
environment’. This definition weakened the position in two ways. First,
unlike the positions that are central to highly institutionalized professions,
use of this label was not restricted in any significant manner, effectively
diminishing the importance of the boundary between environmental
professionals and other professionals or non-professionals. Second, the
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multidisciplinary nature of the concept further weakened the claim of
environmental professionals to distinct status: the commonalty among
lawyers, engineers and accountants seemed relatively more minor than the
differences.

Quarterbacking

The Quarterbacking strategy involved renegotiating the set of relationships
among accountants, clients and other environmental professionals. The term
‘Quarterbacking’ was used by accountants to describe their role as leaders
and coordinators of environmental audits – it is an allusion to the player on
an American football team who is responsible for deciding on and signaling
the offensive play to other players. Accountants argued that environmental
audit requires a team approach and that ‘because of our experience in
carrying out audits, that we are as well qualified as anyone to put that team
together, and to sort of quarterback the thing’. The Quarterbacking strategy
thus focused on altering the interaction ritual chains that tied scientific, engi-
neering and legal professionals to their corporate clients. These professionals
were typically engaged in a ‘hub and spoke’ arrangement where the client
formed the hub and the consulting professionals each sat on a separate spoke.
The Quarterbacking strategy would change this so that the accountant would
form the hub, connecting the client to the technical and legal professionals.
This move would significantly increase the level of interaction between
accountants and other professionals. This strategy was primarily enacted
through the development of alliances and informal relationships with engi-
neers and lawyers: as one lawyer commented, ‘Accountants are always
phoning us up and asking if we’d like to meet for lunch on strategic alliances
and get into the business of environmental auditing’. Some accounting firms
moved further on this dimension and developed formal relationships with
other professional firms, while maintaining the leadership and primary client
contact roles: ‘What we did was a strategic alliance with a small boutique
environmental engineering firm . . . So [the engineer] is a vice-president of
the company we formed to do this practice’. Because of the relatively low
penetration of accountants into the environmental field, however, a great deal
of this strategy remained rhetoric directed largely within the accounting
profession itself.

Although the Quarterbacking strategy was intended to unify the atten-
tion of other professionals on the requirements associated with the account-
ing profession’s understanding of the term ‘environmental audit’, the reality
of the process involved multiple professions dealing with different, special-
ized aspects. Consequently, the attentional focus of the rituals associated
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with this strategy remained relatively diffuse. Similarly, the intensity of
emotions associated with the Quarterbacking strategy was relatively low. In
a financial context, the potential level of coercion associated with audit
rituals was quite high, with mandatory reporting requirements backed by
law reinforcing the role and status of the chartered accountant. In contrast,
the Quarterbacking strategy did nothing to significantly change the coer-
civeness of environmental audit, which would remain relatively low because
of the lack of formal, legal requirements currently associated with environ-
mental reporting.

If successful, this strategy would construct a new subject position in
the field of environmental audit: a leader/coordinator of environmental
engagement, so that chartered accountants occupying this role would ‘put
together a team of engineers, an accountant, some lawyers, and whoever you
need to sort of look at this problem’. Accountants’ rationale for the construc-
tion of this position and their occupation of it begins with the problem of
finding a legitimate position for accountants in environmental audit, because
of the technical skills and scientific training usually associated with environ-
mental examinations. As one accountant put it, ‘We are not engineers. We
are not biologists. We can’t measure pollution. So what the hell is our claim
in environmental?’. ‘Quarterbacking’ was an answer to this question that
leveraged two aspects of the accounting profession’s traditional identity.
First, accountants argued that they have a unique understanding of audit, of
‘accumulating, and substantiating, and reporting on information’, based on
the history of accountants having ‘evolved over the centuries a way of
expressing things to outside parties about information’. The second element
was the accounting profession’s association with management and coordi-
nation, having ‘to rely on outside expertise in terms of getting legal opinions
or getting engineering opinions, labor studies, that sort of thing to justify an
audit opinion’. So, in examining the Quarterbacking strategy, we see the
attempt to construct a new subject position and set of interaction rituals, the
former exploiting accountants’ traditional skills, but the latter lacking the
attentional focus and emotional intensity necessary to constitute or support
that new position.

Increase environmental accountability

The last strategy considered here involved accountants and professional
bodies arguing publicly for increased corporate accountability with respect
to environmental impact. Accountants maintained that there was a public
demand for more information in this regard and, critically, that this infor-
mation must be verifiable and audited:
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The public at large in order to assess companies and even to some extent
regulators depend on the information that those companies put out . . .
and if in some way we can as a profession incorporate a company’s
environmental consciousness into that or articulate it in some sort of
measurable form that allows the public to compare company to company.

(Interview, chartered accountant)

As one accountant described what they could bring to environmental
auditing, ‘Our reputation, our profession is built on reputations of indepen-
dence and objectivity from an audit standpoint. That’s where we have the
value’. This strategy was evidenced in the rhetoric of the CICA Interest
Group on Environmental Accounting and Auditing, whose main purpose
was ‘to help members assume leadership in this area’ (Wainman, 1991: 19).
This strategy was intended to produce a new set of rituals and relationships
among corporations, accountants and the public, wherein accountants
would be responsible for validating the claims of corporations with respect
to environmental performance.

Accountants argued that they could play a pivotal role in this increased
accountability: ‘First off, to help maybe develop the reporting rules . . . And
having done that then play the traditional role which is when this reporting
starts to occur provide the traditional attestation role which adds cred-
itability and reliability to the point of information’. An article in CA
Magazine argued that accountants are uniquely qualified for this position:

The need to consider the wider public interest along with that of a
client or employer is a constant feature of a public accountant’s daily
life . . . No other profession has this combination of skills.

(Selley, 1991: 71)

Whereas the Quarterbacking strategy was concerned with assuming leader-
ship in the micro-situations of managing environmental engagements, and
GreenLEAP was concerned with the role of accountants within the
community of environmental professionals, this strategy was more concerned
with the role of accountants in the broader, societal environmental discourse.
To increase the environmental accountability of firms, accountants were
arguing for the development of new rituals that were concerned with corpor-
ate environmental reporting. These new rituals would be associated with a
high level of ritual density for those involved (accountants were arguing for
corporate environmental reports to be produced on a frequent and regular
basis) and a high level of exposure to interested publics including environ-
mentalists, government regulators, and investors.
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Here, accountants were attempting to focus attention on the need for
environmental information that is credible and reliable. Thus, if successfully
institutionalized, the set of rituals associated with increasing societal
accountability of corporations would work to direct the attention of corpor-
ate managers, government regulators, and the public toward an under-
standing of environmental reporting that favored the public accounting
profession’s traditional role of verifying and attesting to corporate infor-
mation. Furthermore, the rhetoric used suggested the development of rituals
with a high level of coercion: at a minimum this would involve publicly
demanded environmental performance reports, and potentially government-
mandated, audited environmental statements. The emotional mood associ-
ated with this strategy was one of concern and skepticism: concern for the
future of the planet and skepticism of management reports on environmental
performance.

The impact of this strategy with respect to the construction of subject
positions was distinctly different from that of either of the other two
membership strategies. Whereas the Quarterbacking and GreenLEAP
strategies were intended to construct new subject positions for which the
critical connections were to other professional groups in the field of environ-
mental audit, the strategy of ‘increasing societal accountability’ was intended
to construct a subject position made powerful and legitimate by its connec-
tion to stakeholders outside the field. The capital that would accrue to this
new position would be through its relationship with corporations and other
organizations in need of verified environmental statements, and regulatory
agencies that could mandate the production of such statements.

Discussion

A typology of membership strategies in professional fields

The research question that has guided this analysis asked what strategies
actors use when they attempt to affect the membership structures in a
professional field. The membership strategies of accountants in the field of
Canadian environmental audit point to the potential for a more general
answer to this question. In this section, I propose a typology of three
membership strategies that can be applied more generally across different
contexts: association; stratification; rationalization (see Table 1 for an
overview of the typology). I argue that each strategy is associated with the
production of particular sets of interaction rituals, specific effects on the
subject positions in a field, and certain conditions under which the strategy
is more likely to succeed.
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Association strategies

GreenLEAP represents an instance of what I refer to here as an ‘association’
strategy. These membership strategies involve attempts to develop interaction
rituals in which less established professional groups become engaged in
common sets of activities and routines with more established groups –
creating or changing subject positions so that positions they are capable of
occupying gain legitimacy from previously legitimated positions. The
founders of GreenLEAP established their newsletter as the cornerstone of a
new set of interaction rituals in which legal, engineering and accounting
professionals were involved in an undifferentiated manner. This example
focused on the formation of a new professional association, but there are a
wide range of potential association strategies: establishing alliances or collab-
orations between individuals or firms from different professional groups;
developing joint proposals; forming professional service firms that include
multiple different professional groups; joint marketing across traditional
professional boundaries. In the case described earlier, the association
strategies effected rituals that were important both symbolically, through the
discursive connection established between the professions, and substantively,
by acting as a common source of information for heterogeneous
professionals involved in the environment. More generally, the interaction
rituals that are created by association strategies potentially increase the legit-
imacy of the professional groups that sponsor them by connecting those
groups to more established professional groups.

A key focus of association strategies is the creation or transformation
of a subject position that will provide legitimacy and access to flows of
capital: more specifically, association strategies aim to construct social
categories that bring together previously separate professional groups into
one blended, integrated or superordinate group. In the case of GreenLEAP,
the focus was on the production of the category of ‘environmental
professional’ which was intended to incorporate accountants into the defi-
nition of this position. In this case, the subject position being constructed
was in the form of a relatively abstract category, but an association strategy
could also involve the social construction of a more concrete category
supported by formal educational programs or entrance requirements.
Moreover, these categories might either be intendedly permanent, as was the
case with GreenLEAP, or they might be temporary categories/identities as
might be the case in a temporary collaboration between firms or individuals.

Two factors are likely to play a significant role in the success or failure
of association strategies. First, these strategies are much more likely to
succeed when institutional conditions are in flux. As DiMaggio and Powell
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(1983: 156) argue, mature fields tend to have ‘stable and broadly acknow-
ledged centers, peripheries, and status orders’, and thus are less conducive to
the construction of new positions or the transformation of existing ones.
Moreover, actors operating in organizational fields that are less stable or less
mature will be less certain about the value and durability of their own
positions – with institutional conditions in flux, actors will seek ways to
assure their own situation and may consequently be more amenable to
engaging in cooperative strategies with less dominant actors. A second factor
concerns the ability of professional groups to offer species of capital not
readily available in the field as it is currently structured. A key challenge in
developing association strategies would be persuading other, more 
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Table 1 Membership strategies in professional fields

Association Stratification Colonization

Interaction rituals Interaction rituals in Interaction rituals in Interaction rituals in 
developed: which different which one which a professional 

professions professional group is group is connected to 
participate as a able to engage in stakeholders outside of 
single group. order-giving rituals the field itself and that 

directed at another create some need on 
professional group. the part of that

stakeholder group for
that interaction ritual.

Effect on subject The construction of The construction of The construction of a 
positions in the subject positions superordinate or subject position that 
professional field: that represent the intermediary subject gains its legitimacy and 

blending, synthesis positions which influence through its 
or integration of increase level of connection to positions 
previously separate differentiation and outside the field. 
positions into one hierarchy among 
superordinate subject positions in 
social category. the field. 

Supportive Institutional The ability of the Access to resources or 
conditions for conditions in flux. professional group to forms of capital that 
success: The ability of the gain some coercive can be relocated into 

professional group power in the field or new fields of activity. 
to offer species of influence some other 
capital not readily actor with coercive 
available in the field power.
as it is currently
structured.
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established, professionals to participate. As discussed by Bourdieu (1993)
and others (Abbott, 1988; Lawrence, 1999), dominant groups tend toward
relatively conservative institutional strategies in order to maintain their
dominance. For a less dominant group to engage in an association strategy,
they will need to find some way to motivate the more dominant group,
perhaps through the dominant group’s fear of losing their dominance. Thus,
association strategies will succeed more often when the professional groups
engaging in them can offer to more dominant groups some novel skills,
expertise or resources, or legitimacy in the eyes of some new and valued
stakeholders.

Stratification strategies

The Quarterbacking strategy in which accountants engaged provides an
example of the second general membership strategy I propose here – ‘stratifi-
cation’. This form of membership strategy involves the development or
reformulation of interaction rituals into hierarchical chains such that
professional groups in the field relate to each other through a series of order-
giving and order-taking exchanges. Stratification strategies, when successful,
increase the differentiation of subject positions in a field such that some kind
of hierarchy of positions is effected. A typical stratification strategy would
involve a professional group attempting to restructure interaction ritual
chains so that they are able to provide direction or leadership to other
professional groups. In the case described here, accountants attempted to
develop rituals that located themselves between clients and other professional
groups: the quarterbacking metaphor was meant to suggest a role that
involved both coordination and leadership. Other forms of this strategy
might involve a professional group establishing interaction rituals in which
they act not as a leader but as an intermediary: if, for instance, accountants
attempted to develop new interaction rituals in which they audited the
reports of one professional group for another group – say engineering reports
for lawyers – they could establish legitimate positions for themselves in the
field, even if that position was subordinate to another professional group.

Stratification strategies are intended to produce new subject positions
or to reconfigure the relationship between subject positions in a field. These
positions might be described relatively abstractly, as was the case here with
the notion of a leader/coordinator; equally, however, a stratification strategy
might produce a subject position that is more concretely defined through
formal titles or regulated, stratified relationships (such as, for instance,
between doctors and nurses). The changes effected by stratification strategies
may be the subject of significant resistance by other professional groups, or
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even by clients; unlike association strategies, stratification strategies necess-
arily involve the production of status differences within the field. If a field is
already established, stratification strategies will always involve breaking up
existing networks of subject positions and existing interaction ritual chains,
and making them more complex, with a greater number of levels in the
network and greater hierarchy in the interaction rituals. Thus, the new
positions may well be resisted by clients that fear they will increase the costs
associated with the professional services offered by the field, by other
professional groups who fear that these new positions will supplant their
own, and potentially by regulators whose interactions with the field may
need to be revised in order to accommodate them.

To succeed then, stratification strategies need to overcome or avoid
resistance on the part of clients, other professional groups, and regulators.
It is argued that this is most likely to occur when the actor engaging in the
stratification strategy is able to gain some coercive power in the field or influ-
ence some other actor with coercive power. This might be based on privi-
leged access to customer relationships such that a professional group is able
to directly or indirectly restrict another professional groups’ access to
customers. Halpern’s (1992) study of the jurisdictional contests between US
medical specialties and ancillary professions in the 20th century highlights
the importance of intraprofessional coalitions in this dynamic. Among radi-
ology, pathology, anesthesiology and physiatry, Halpern (1992) argues that
the inability of the latter to effectively dominate its ancillary profession
(physical therapy) was a failure in what I would refer to as a stratification
strategy: the success of the other specialties depended critically on their
collaboration with the surgeons who were coming to dominate the
community hospitals and control access to acute-care patients. Other poten-
tial bases for stratification strategies might include access to or control of a
profession’s governing body, if the stratification is focused on intraprofes-
sional divisions, or the leveraging of an existing relationship with regulators
who could mandate particular inter-profession relationships (Abbott, 1988;
Halpern, 1992).

Colonization strategies

The third membership strategy proposed here is focused on the relationship
between the actors engaged in it and some external set of clients, regulators
or other stakeholders whose perception of the field’s legitimacy is crucial to
its survival. Thus, a colonization strategy is aimed at effecting a subject
position within a field that gains its legitimacy and influence through its
connection to positions outside the field (Suddaby & Greenwood, 2001).
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This contrasts with the first two strategies – association and stratification –
in which the focus is primarily on the relationship between the actor and
other professional groups operating in the field. In the study of Canadian
environmental audit, the colonization strategy is represented by the attempts
of accountants to increase the environmental accountability of Canadian
corporations. The core of this strategy was to establish a central position for
accountants in the field of environmental audit by institutionalizing a need
for services that accountants would provide – independently audited state-
ments of environmental performance. Although regulation was the intended
mechanism in this case, colonization strategies could also be effected through
market mechanisms, where a professional group inserts itself into a field on
the basis of client demand.

The interaction rituals associated with colonization strategies are those
that bridge the subject positions within a professional field with its external
stakeholders, such as clients and government bodies. These might involve
services provided by members of the field to clients: if a less dominant
professional group can successfully introduce new sets of services or trans-
form the nature of services that are understood by clients as central to the
field of professional activity, they can potentially create central positions in
the field for themselves. Such a process is illustrated by Suddaby and Green-
wood’s (2001) study of the successful move by the ‘Big Five’ accounting firms
into the field of management knowledge production. This process involved
two stages: the commodification of management knowledge ‘by converting
esoteric professional expertise into procedures, manuals or checklists that
can be administered by relatively inexperienced junior consultants’; and ‘the
extension of commodified managerial knowledge products into new
professional jurisdictions’ (Suddaby & Greenwood, 2001: 942–3). This
process significantly altered the interaction rituals associated with the
production and consumption of management: commodification of manage-
ment knowledge led to increased competition among its producers;
traditional divisions of labor among business schools, business gurus, consul-
tancies, accounting firms and clients broke down, as the accounting firms
attempted to create, as well as commodify, management knowledge.
Although this example focuses on the relationships between professional
groups and the clients they serve, similar processes could occur with respect
to the interaction rituals that connect professional groups and regulatory
bodies.

It is argued that the success of a colonization strategy depends on access
to resources or forms of capital that can be relocated into new fields of
activity. In the case of environmental audit, accountants were attempting to
transfer the value and legitimacy of their financial audits: the independently
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audited corporate environmental reports that accountants were pursuing
were intended to mimic the financial audit reports that were already estab-
lished as socially valuable and appropriately the product of accounting firms.
More generally, accountants, particularly in the UK and North America,
have been able to leverage their legitimacy in financial affairs to extend their
activities into the management of firms’ operations: Suddaby and Greenwood
(2001) describe North American accountants leveraging their association
with audit when they moved the concept into other fields including ‘strategic
audit’ and ‘human resources audit’; British accountants have been docu-
mented as having successfully extended their influence into the center of
corporate strategy and operations (Burchell et al., 1980; Hines, 1989). Legit-
imacy is, however, only one critical resource that might form the basis for a
colonization strategy. Edman (2001) documents the colonization of urban
planning in Sweden by military officers between 1830 and 1870, as they
dominated the National Board of Public Building – an institution that had
largely been under the control of architects. This colonization was based
critically on the social capital of the military offices: a period of peacetime
had led to military officers taking up important positions in government with
the ability to make key quasi-governmental appointments.

Conclusion

In this article, the dynamics of membership in professional fields has been
examined, and both a theoretical framework and a typology of membership
strategies based on a study of Canadian accountants attempts to enter the
field of environmental audit have been developed. There are, of course, limi-
tations to the study and its theoretical outputs. This study examined only
one professional group engaging in membership strategies in one professional
field; although the typology developed here is made more robust by its basis
in extant theory as well as the results of the study, broader studies would be
needed to validate the strategies proposed here. A second limitation of the
study stems from its focus on process rather than outcomes. For each of the
strategies proposed here, the conditions necessary for it to successfully affect
the membership structures of a professional field have been suggested. These
relationships, however, remain to be tested. Despite these limitations,
however, this article makes important contributions and has significant impli-
cations for research.

This article adds in a number of ways to our understanding of the
membership dynamics of professional fields, as well as organizational fields
more generally. First, the theoretical framework provides a basis in agency
for both the reproduction and transformation of membership in fields: 
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interaction rituals describe both the institutionalized structures of member-
ship and the strategies of agents intent upon transforming those structures.
While institutional theory has been criticized repeatedly for ignoring indi-
viduals and agency (DiMaggio, 1988; DiMaggio & Powell, 1991), the theory
of institutional membership developed in this article provides researchers
with an understanding of institutional processes grounded in the actions of
individuals and organizations. A second contribution of this article is the
development of a set of concepts with which membership dynamics across
institutional fields can be examined. The membership strategies described
here fill an important gap in institutional theory: although membership has
been a crucial if often implicit aspect of institutional theory, there has not
been any general language for discussing different membership structures or
strategies. This study, thus, extends other research that has documented insti-
tutional membership contests (Covaleski et al., 2003; Dezalay & Garth,
1995; Suddaby & Greenwood, 2001), by providing a theoretical language
with which the membership strategies in such contests can be compared.

The study’s primary implication for research involves the incorporation
of membership structures and strategies as central facets of institutional
theory and research. This article was motivated by the gap that exists in insti-
tutional theory with respect to the empirical examination and theoretical
articulation of membership issues in organizational fields. Despite member-
ship being an implicit aspect of much institutional theory, relatively little
explicit attention has been paid to it. This study and the typology of strategies
proposed here together suggest that the study of membership issues can and
should be an important concern for institutional researchers. Organizational
fields are typically described in terms of sets of institutions and networks of
organizational actors (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983), but the institutional
quality of those networks is often overlooked: the social categories and
relationships that constitute the meaning and boundaries of networks are
often taken for granted by researchers whose focus is more often on the 
institutional dynamics associated with specific practices or organizational 
structures.
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