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Whether and how organizations choose strategies that address pres-
sures from both their exchange and the institutional environments has
recently become a central question in organization theory. We used the
National Organizations Study to replicate and extend Goodstein’s ap-
plication of Oliver’s framework integrating resource dependence and
institational theories to explain organizational responsiveness to
work-family issues. We found that erganizations’ responsiveness to
work-family issues was determined by both the institutional envi-
ronment and demands for work-family programs from important ex-
change partners.

Institutional theory has generated an impressive body of theoretical
and empirical work explaining organizational form and practice (e.g.,
DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Fligstein, 1985: Meyver & Rowan, 1977; Meyer,
Scott, & Strang, 1987). The key argument has been that organizations are
constrained by social rules and follow taken-for-granted conventions that
shape their form and practice. Some of the same researchers (e.g., DiMag-
gio, 1988; Oliver, 1991; Scott, 1991), however, have recently criticized in-
stitutional theory for the lack of “explicit attention to strategic behaviors
that organizations employ in direct response to the institutional process-
es that affect them” (Oliver, 1991: 145).

Responding to the “oversocialized” explanation presented by institu-
tional theory, Oliver offered a typology of organizations’ strategic responses
to institutional pressures. The five strategic responses suggested “vary in
active agency from passivity to increasingly active resistance: Acquiescence,
compromise, avoidance, defiance, and manipulation” (Oliver, 1991: 151).
Oliver also offered five predictors of which strategy an organization will
adopt: Cause, constituents, content, control, and context. In a recent study,
Goodstein (1994) applied Oliver’s ideas to explain responsiveness toc work-
family issues among Washington State organizaticns.

We are grateful to Mark Fichman for helpful comments on an earlier draft. Tal Simons
was a Lady Davis Fellow while working on this project.
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In this research, we employed Oliver’s (1991) framework and fol-
lowed Goodstein (1994) in focusing on organizations’ responsiveness to
work-family issues, using a representative national sample of organiza-
tions. Although we closely followed Goodstein with the goal of con-
tributing to cumulative knowledge, this study departs from and extends
his in some respects that will be depicted later. In the next section, we
briefly review the demographic changes and the ensuing pressures that
contemporary organizations face. We then develop the rationale for the
study’s hypotheses and describe the data, analyses, and results. In the fi-
nal section we discuss the results and suggest some ideas for future re-
search.

ORGANIZATIONAL RESPONSIVENESS TO WORK-FAMILY ISSUES

Background

The demographic composition of the U.S. labor force is rapidly chang-
ing. Women comprise one of the fastest-growing segments of the labor
force: The proportion of women 16 and over who were employed in-
creased from 36 percent to 54 percent between 1960 and 1991, and the pro-
portion of mothers with children under the age of six who worked outside
the home increased from less than 19 percent in 1960 to 60 percent by 1991
(U.S. Department of Commerce, 1992). The influx of women into the la-
bor force is accompanied by pressures to find alternatives to women'’s tra-
ditional role as homemakers and child-care providers. Both women and
men require flexibility to manage their work and family lives (Bailyn,
1993). However, as a result of strong societal norms, it is still mostly
women who take on primary responsibility for their children.

Responding to the increasing demands for work-family accommoda-
tions has become a major challenge for organizations, one that remains un-
derstudied (Baron, Mittman, & Newman, 1991; Goodstein, 1994). Some re-
search on organizational responsiveness to work-family issues can be
found in the human resource literature, but the cumulative findings are
disappointing. In empirical work, nonrepresentative samples (Lewin &
Mitchell, 1991) and poor response rates have been problems. Morgan and
Milliken (1992), for example, conducted a survey of 1,000 human re-
source executives that yielded only 175 usable surveys. Such a response
rate is disturbing in research in which the dependent variable is a form of
responsiveness. Another problem has been the lack of an overarching the-
oretical framework (Goodstein, 1994). Without a generalizable theory of
contingent response to pressures for work-family programs, the field is left
with isolated findings that often seem to contradict each other.

Hypotheses

Like Goodstein (1994), we hypothesized about institutional pressure
for work-family programs using the five predictors of institutional re-
sponse suggested by Oliver (1991)—-cause, constituents, content, control,

-
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and context. We also considered the power that organizations have rela-
tive to their institutional environments, and the technical benefits of
work-family programs. More specifically, we replicated Goodstein’s work
in a different empirical setting and extended it by looking at women in
management positions as reflecting women’s power, by looking at an
organization’s consideration of other organizations’ practices, and by ex-
plicitly framing organizations’ capacity to resist institutional pressures as
“countervailing power.” Further, we extended Goodstein’s measure of re-
sponsiveness to work-family issues by capturing some of the more sym-
bolic aspects of organizational responses.

Cause. According to Oliver, the “cause of institutional pressure refers
to the rationale, set of expectations, or intended objectives that underlie
external pressures for conformity” (1991: 161). There is a growing nor-
mative expectation that U.S. organizations should help their employees
manage work-family issues (Kamerman & Kahn, 1987). Organizations can
enhance their legitimacy and social fitness by responding to the salient so-
cial concern that work-family tensions be resolved.

Not all organizations are equally subject to normative pressure and the
need for legitimacy. Large organizations are more visible and receive more
attention from regulators, the media, and the public, and they are there-
fore held to higher standards of institutional compliance than smaller
organizations (Goodstein, 1994; Powell, 1991). Large organizations have
also been found to be more responsive to work-family issues (Kamerman
& Kahn, 1987; Morgan & Milliken, 1992).

Hypothesis 1: The greater the size of an organization, the
greater its level of responsiveness to institutional pres-
sures for employer involvement in work-family issues.

Constituents. Constituents are the actors who exert institutional pres-
sure on organizations. Often particular groups demand institutional com-
pliance from an organization (Oliver, 1991). Organizations’ female em-
ployees are a constituency that has been identified as important in driving
responsiveness to work-family problems (Goodstein, 1994; Kamerman &
Kahn, 1987; Milliken, Dutton, & Beyer, 1990). Organizations that have a
high proportion of female workers are more dependent on the constituency
that traditionally makes the strongest demands for work-family accom-
modations and should therefore be more responsive (Goodstein, 1994).

Hypothesis 2a: The greater the proportion of an organi-
zation’s employees who are women, the greater its level
of responsiveness to institutional pressures for employ-
er involvement in work-family issues.

A possible mitigation to the effectiveness of female employees as a
constituency is the fact that they often have less power in organizations
than their male counterparts (Kanter, 1977). Not only are there cultural
stereotypes that undermine the power of women in organizations, but of-
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ten organizations that have a high proportion of female employees employ
them in frontline, low-skill jobs (Kamerman & Kahn, 1987). These facts
suggest that organizations’ dependence on women may be small relative
to their numbers. The proportion of women in management positions may
better capture the dependence of the organization on women (Blum, Fields,
& Goodman, 1994; Shenhav & Haberfeld, 1992).

Hypothesis 2b: The greater the proportion of an organi-
zation’s managers who are women, the greater its re-
sponsiveness to institutional pressures for employer in-
volvement in work-family issues.

Content. Oliver (1991) argued that compliance with an institutional
pressure may be increased when the content of that pressure is congruent
with an organization’s existing goals and policies. For work-family is-
sues, this congruence should be particularly strong for public sector
organizations. Public sector organizations are responsive to social welfare
concerns because of their goal of delivering social service and because they
are not held to exclusively economic standards of performance (Oliver,
1991). Public sector organizations were early innovators in work-family ac-
commodations and continue to promote work-family initiatives (Good-
stein, 1994; Kamerman & Kahn, 1887).

Hypothesis 3: Public sector organizations will be more
responsive than private sector organizations to institu-
tional pressures for employer involvement in work-fam-
ily issues.

Control. Control refers to the mechanisms through which institu-
tional rules are enforced. Without legal coercion, institutional control op-
erates through organizational fields, which are sets of organizations that
constitute a recognized area of institutional life, such as an industry
(DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). The legitimacy of norms and practices with-
in an organizational field increases with the degree of their diffusion in
the field (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Tolbert & Zucker, 1983). Early adopters
provide an example for other organizations to imitate (Galaskiewicz &
Wasserman, 1989). As diffusion continues, the propriety of norms and
practices becomes widely accepted, and organizations face greater pressure
to adopt them to maintain legitimacy (Oliver, 1991). Organizations that fail
to meet the level of work-family responsiveness of their organizational field
suffer damage to their reputations and may experience difficulties in such
areas as recruiting employees (Kamerman & Kahn, 1987; Morgan & Mil-
liken, 1992}.

Hypothesis 4: The greater the proportion of other organ-
izations within an organization’s industry adopting
work-family policies and programs, the greater its level
of responsiveness to institutional pressures for employ-
er involvement in work-family issues.

-
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Context. Regardless of the extent of institutional compliance in a field,
some organizational fields are better able to evoke compliance than others.
When organizations in a field are highly interconnected, the degree of in-
stitutional pressure is also high (DiMaggio & Powell; 1983, Oliver, 1991).
Things such as relational density, history, and trade associations may cause
organizations to be more or less introspective or aware of other organiza-
tions’ policies and practices. Attentiveness to other organizations’ policies
and practices allows a focal organization to compare itself to the standards
of the organizational field and make necessary adjustments.

Hypothesis 5: The more attentive an organization is to
the practices of other organizations, the greater its lev-
el of responsiveness to institutional pressures for em-
ployver involvement in work-family issues.

Countervailing power. One of the ways organizations respond to the
demands of constituents is to use countervailing sources of power (Pfef-
fer & Salancik, 1978). If the dependence of organizations on constituents
is balanced with dependence of the constituents on the organization, the
likelihood of resistance to pressures for institutional conformity increas-
es. Kamerman and Kahn (1987: 257) pointed out that organizations are less
responsive to the work-family demands of employees when the employ-
ees making those demands face a high unemployment rate.

Hypothesis 6: Organizations in industries with high un-
employment rates for women will be less responsive to
institutional pressures for employer involvement in
work-family issues.

Benefits from work-family responsiveness. The adoption of practices
by organizations is not influenced by external pressures alone. Practices
also have implications for the internal technical operations of organizations
(Meyer, Scott, & Deal, 1983). For some organizations, work-family programs
do much to solve the internal problems of organization and production
(Gonyea & Googins, 1992). Organizations that have greater problems than
others when parents miss work because of problems with their children
receive a greater benefit from work-family programs.

Hypothesis 7: Organizations that have greater problems
when employees with young children miss work will be
more responsive to institutional pressures for employer
involvement in work-family issues.

Specific compliance/resistance strategies. Finally, following Oliver
(1991) and Goodstein (1994), we hypothesized that organizations will
choose strategies for institutional response by weighing institutional pres-
sures against the ability to use countervailing power and the extent of the
expected technical benefit of work-family responsiveness. We considered
four of the five response strategies Oliver suggested; we did not have da-
ta with which to examine the fifth strategy, manipulation. The four strate-
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gies, ordered from most compliant to most resistant to institutional pres-
sure, are acquiescence, compromise, avoidance, and defiance.

Organizations should acquiesce to institutional pressure for work-fam-
ily responsiveness when that pressure is high, when their countervailing
power is low, and when there are technical benefits to be gained from
work-family programs. The next most compliant strategy, compromise, may
arise when organizations are “confronted with conflicting institutional de-
mands or with inconsistencies between institutional expectations and in-
ternal organizational objectives” (Oliver, 1991: 153). Organizations that
face significant institutional pressure but that have high countervailing
power or anticipate few technical benefits from providing work-family pro-
grams should follow a compromise strategy. Avoidance, which is a more
extreme form of institutional resistance, is expected of organizations that
face institutional pressure that is somewhat weak, have high countervail-
ing power, and expect few technical benefits from work-family programs.
Finally, the most extreme resistance strategy, defiance, will only be used
by organizations that face very weak institutional pressures and have high
countervailing power and low expectations of technical benefits from
work-family programs.

Hypothesis 8: Organizations will be most likely to pur-
sue an acquiescence strategy when institutional pres-
sures for employer involvement in work-family issues are
strong, countervailing power is low, and benefits from
providing work-family programs are high.

Hypothesis 9: Organizations will be most likely to pur-
sue a compromise strategy when institutional pressures
for employer involvement in work-family issues are
strong, while countervailing power is high or benefits
from providing work-family programs are low.

Hypothesis 10: Organizations will be most likely to pur-
sue an avoidance strategy when institutional pressures
for employer involvement in work-family issues are
somewhat weak, countervailing power is high, and ben-
efits from providing work-family programs are low.

Hypothesis 11: Organizations will be most likely to pur-
sue a defiance strategy when institutional pressures for
employer involvement in work-family issues are very
weak, countervailing power is high, and benefits from
providing work-family programs are low.

DATA AND ANALYSES

The data for these analyses come from the 1991 National Organiza-
tions Study (NOS) (Kalleberg, Knoke, Marsden, & Spaeth, 1993). The NOS
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represents an ambitious attempt to collect data on a national probability
sample of work establishments (Spaeth & O’Rourke, 1994). The sample was
generated using “hypernetwork” sampling: Respondents to the National
Opinion Research Center 1991 General Social Survey (GSS) were asked to
give the names, addresses, and telephone numbers of the establishments
that employed them and their spouses. The Survey Research Laboratory
(SRL) of the University of Illinois then conducted telephone interviews
with personnel officials at the work establishments thus identified. The
telephone interviews were based on a questionnaire that asked about char-
acteristics, practices, and policies of the establishments. Those data were
supplemented by aggregate data from a number of sources, including the
Bureau of the Census and the Bureau of Labor Statistics, on the counties
and industries in which the establishments operated. Ultimately, 727 of
1,127 (64.5%) of the establishments contacted by the Survey Research Lab-
oratory provided usable data. Spaeth and O’Rourke (1994) tested the Na-
tional Organizations Study for comparability to two random surveys, the
GSS and the Census Bureau’s Current Population Survey. They found that
on key variables reflecting representativeness, the NOS compared well to
those surveys, indicating that there was no significant sample selection
bias for the NOS. Because the 1991 GSS used area-cluster sampling, 39 or-
ganizations were duplicates (Knoke & Kalleberg, 1994), leaving 688 unique
establishments.

Measurements

The dependent variable, responsiveness to work-family issues, was
coded into four groups. The code was “3” if an organization acquiesced,
“2” if it compromised, “1” if it avoided, and “0” if it defied institutional
pressure. To generate these codes, we considered three classes of benefits
and types within each class. Organizations were noted as offering depen-
dent care services if they had an on-site day care facility, subsidized day
care away from the workplace, or provided assistance to employees with
aging parents. Organizations were noted as offering flexible workplace op-
tions if they allowed employees to use flextime or to work at home or if
they provided paid paternity leave. The third class of benefits included
what might be called cheap responses—benefits that do not require the
same degree of financial expenditure or other organizational investment
as the benefits in the other two categories. We included in this class pro-
viding information about child care in the community or giving unpaid pa-
ternity leave. Kahn and Kamerman pointed out that organizations have
used providing information about child care as a “cheap form of ‘image
building® and of announcing a policy of ‘family responsiveness’™ (1987:
197). Unpaid paternity leave was included in this category because it ob-
viously is less generous than paid paternity leave and is increasingly like-
ly to be legally required (Kamerman & Kahn, 1987]).

We treated organizations as following an acquiescence strategy when
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they had at least one benefit in each of the two expensive benefit cate-
gories, dependent care services and flexible workplace options. Such or-
ganizations expressed the greatest degree of compliance with pressures for
work-family accommodations because they not only accepted significant
expense, but also provided a range of benefits that gave employees an im-
portant flexibility of choice (Jamieson & O’Mara, 1991). Organizations
used compromise when they offered at least one benefit from one of the
expensive categories and at least one cheap response. By offering only one
type of expensive benefit, these organizations made a limited effort to com-
ply with pressure for work-family programs. By offering an additional
cheap response, they acknowledged the existence of additional work-fam-
ily pressures that their substantive benefit packages did not satisfy. Organ-
izations that offered only benefits from the cheap response category were
treated as practicing avoidance. These organizations fit Oliver’s (1991: 154)
description of avoidance as disguising nonconformity with “window dress-
ing.” This category also included organizations that offered only one cat-
egory of expensive benefit and no cheap response. Finally, organizations
followed a strategy of defiance when they offered no work-family bene-
fits at all. Table 1 shows the distribution of organizations by size and in-
dustry in the four strategic response categories.

Cause was measured with the natural logarithm of the number of em-
ployees in an organization. Constituents was defined in two ways to test
Hypotheses 2a and 2b, respectively: as the percentage of an organization’s
employees who were women and as the percentage of an organization’s
managers who were women. Content was a dichotomous variable coded
“1” if an organization was in the public sector. Control was measured
with three variables assessing the degree of work-family program diffu-
sion in a focal organization’s organizational field. We used the percent-
age of organizations that acquiesced in {1) the organization’s industry, (2)
the organization’s census region, and (3) the intersection of the organi-
zation’s census region and industry. Goodstein (1994) used the same
measurement of control to differentiate industry and regional differ-
ences from the impact of diffusion. In a cross-sectional study such as this
one, the percentage of adopters in a region or industry may simply rep-
resent sectoral differences. A finding that the percentage of adopters in
the intersection of industry and region positively influences respon-
siveness could not be explained by regional or industry differences and
thus would support the institutional control argument. Confext was as-
sessed by the response to a direct question about the degree to which an
organization paid attention to practices in other organizations like it
when evaluating its performance. Countervailing power was the unem-
ployment rate for women in the organization’s industry. Benefits from
work-family responsiveness was assessed via the response to a direct
question about the degree to which an organization had problems when
employees with young children missed work because child-care ser-
vices were not available.
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Models and Results

Table 2 presents an ordered probit model. We used this model because
the dependent variable was discrete and ordered. An ordinary-least-
squares model would fail to account for the discrete nature of the variable,
and multinomial logit or probit analysis would ignore its ordered nature
(Greene, 1990). The ordered probit model allowed estimation of the prob-
ability that an organization fell into a certain response category as a func-
tion of the independent variables. Because the response categories were
ordered, positive coefficients could be interpreted as increasing the like-
lihood that the organization was responsive to work-family issues. We used
this model to test Hypotheses 1-7.

As Hypothesis 1 predicts, larger organizations are more responsive to
work-family issues (b = .213, p < .01). Hypothesis 2a, predicting that the
proportion of female employees increases responsiveness, is not support-
ed. However, Hypothesis 2b, predicting that the proportion of female

TABLE 2
Results of Ordered Probit Analyses
Model 1
Variables b s.e.

Cause

Organizational size .213** .02
Constituents

Percentage of female employvees —.063 .16

Percentage of female managers .214+ 15
Content

Public sector 482%* .19
Control

Same industry—same region diffusion .637*% .34

All industries—same region diffusion —.758 .81

Same industry—all regions diffusion —.340 .58
Context

Pay attention to other organizations L202*% .06
Countervailing power

Female unemployment in industry —.076** .03
Benefit of work-family

Problem from parents missing work .063 .07
Constant 571 .33
oy 1.15
a, 2.31
x? 198.59*%*

2 o, shows the break point between the first and second categories; o, shows the break
point between the second and third.
Tp<<.10
*p < .05
** p < .01
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managers increases responsiveness, is supported (b = .214, p < .10). This
pattern indicates that female employees are not a powerful enough con-
stituency to affect organizations’ work-family responses, but female man-
agers are. Hypothesis 3, which predicts higher responsiveness for public
sector organizations, is also supported (b = .482, p < .01), indicating that
organizations with geals consistent with institutional pressure are more
likely to respond. Hypothesis 4 is also supported. The proportion of
organizations that acquiesce in a focal organization’s region-industry in-
creases responsiveness (b = .637, p < .05). As described above, the in-
dustry and region diffusion measures (which are not significant) control
for alternative explanations of industry or regional differences. As Hy-
pothesis 5 predicts, organizations that pay more attention to other organ-
izations are more responsive to work-family pressures (b = .202, p < .01).
The countervailing power hypothesis, Hypothesis 6, is also supported—
organizations in industries with high unemployment rates for women are
less likely to respond to work-family pressures (b = —.076, p < .01). The
only hypothesis that failed completely was Hypothesis 7. Organizations
that face greater problems when parents miss work were no more likely
to respond to work-family pressures. This finding suggests that technical
considerations are not important in explaining work-family responsive-
ness. Goodstein (1994) found that perceived benefits from child care in-
creased responsiveness, but two other studies on work-family respon-
siveness failed to find support for the relevance of technical considerations
(Kamerman & Kahn, 1987; Morgan & Milliken, 1992).

Table 3 presents the results of four logit models, one for each strate-
gic response to institutional pressure. Logit models predict the likelihood
of one category of a dichotomous variable, in this case the likelihood of
using the strategic response. The four models test Hypotheses 8—11. Mod-
el 2 supports Hypothesis 8. Organizations are more likely to acquiesce if
they face high institutional pressure and have low countervailing power.
That is, organizations are likely to acquiesce when they are large, have high
proportions of female managers, are in the public sector, are in industry-
regions with many organizations that acquiesce, pay attention to other
organizations, and have low countervailing power because of low female
unemployment in their industry. The only variable that does not work as
expected is the benefit of work-family responsiveness.

Model 3 tests the likelihood of organizations using the compromise
strategy and provides partial support for Hypothesis 9. Organizations that
face institutional pressure—here, large organizations and those that pay at-
tention to other organizations—are more likely to compromise. Also as pre-
dicted, organizations with high countervailing power (those in industries
with high female unemployment) are more likely to compromise. However,
organizations that receive higher benefits from work-family responses are
more likely to compromise, which is the opposite of the Hypothesis 9 pre-
diction. This finding is particularly interesting since the benefit variable
was insignificant in both models 1 and 2. It suggests a limited but present

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Ingram and Simons 1477

1995

0 >d ¥y
co' >d,
01 >dy
99 o1 LST 081 ABejens 3ursn suoneZIUBIO JO IBqUINN
»x 28’68 YA +L6'12 ¥+ £ 91T Nx
01t Ge0 (A 710 £9°0 »x 087~ 64" 06T~ Jueisuoy)
o¢' 97'0— 9T 80°0- AN +92°0 LT $0°0— Yom Suisstw syuated wory weiqoig
A[rurey-yIom Jo jjeuag
60° v0'0~ 90 xcL'0 50" $+£0°0 L0’ %%9¢°0— %bm:ﬁﬁ ut Emﬁ;oaﬁwcs a[eura
Jamod Furfrearajunon
1T $62°0— e 080 4% +02°0 gL’ 800 mcoﬁmNEmmho 1aqjo 0] uonjuajje \ﬂmm
Xajuo)
061 07'7- 07’1 L92'7 01’1l $6°0— 0S'1 Qe 0— uoisnyjip suoidai [[e—LIsnpur sueg
09'C £e'e 09'T 06'T— 0S'T 89°1 0L'T 02°2— uorIsnyJip co_mmp sues—-sslIsnput [y
07'1 ¢9°0~- 18 06'0- 99’ ¥0°0 L 1ST°T uorsnpp uordal mEmml%meuE AN
[onuon)
L9’ 66°0 9’ »x00°C~ ag’ 22’0 8¢’ xx08°0 103988 oTjqng
Jusjuon
6% AN A <£C0— 67" 00— gg 1760 s1eSeuew o[eway jo afeIuaniad
pe 9€'0~ 9¢” 6€°0 e S1°0 154 8L'0— mmm\ﬂoaﬁm a[eWa] JO mmmgmo._mm
S1UANITISUON)
60" +x1G°0— <0’ »x 100~ 40} »L0°0 c0° PEYANY az1s ~mno:mNEmeO
asner)
‘'S q 'S q 'a's q ‘3's q sa[qetIep
aJueyag JIUEPIOAY asrwoadwon) anuansamboy
G [2pON ‘b [PPON ‘€ [9PON ¢ [PPON

asuodsay 2159)101)g

sasA[euy 11307 Jo synsay
¢ 419VL

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



1478 Academy of Management Journal October

effect of technical issues on decisions regarding work-family responsive-
ness.

Model 4 tests the likelihood of the strategy of avoidance. The results
support Hypothesis 10. Here, the coefficients of the institutional pressure
variables are generally opposite to those of models 2 and 3 in sign, indi-
cating that strong institutional pressure decreases the likelihcod of avoid-
ance. Avoidance is used by small organizations, those with few female
managers, those not in the public sector, and those that do not pay atten-
tion to other organizations. As expected, countervailing power increases
the likelihood of aveidance. The industry-region variable is not significant,
and the industry diffusion variable is significant, suggesting that industry
features affect avoidance but institutional control does not.

Model 5 tests the likelihood of a strategy of defiance and weakly sup-
ports Hypothesis 11. Institutional pressure decreases the likelihood of
defiance, but only two of the institutional pressure variables are signifi-
cant. Small organizations and organizations that do not pay attention to
others are more likely to use defiance. The irrelevance of the other vari-
ables for predicting defiance may be due to the relative importance of size.
The large negative coefficient for size and the size of organizations using
defiance shown in Table 1 indicate that institutional defiance is seldom
used by any but small organizations.

DISCUSSION

This study is a test of Oliver’s (1991) framework. The findings sup-
port the idea that organizations do, under specific circumstances, respond
in a calculated manner to institutional pressure. The study also promotes
understanding of an important substantive problem, organizations’ re-
sponsiveness to work-family issues. Further, it is a replication and exten-
sion of an earlier study (Goodstein, 1994) allowing confidence in the gen-
eralizability of the combined results. Replication is both scarcer and more
important in nonexperimental research than in experimental research
(Cohen, 1989).

We find strong support in this study for Oliver’s (1991) conceptual-
ization of the factors that affect organizations’ degree of compliance with
institutional pressure (Hypotheses 1-7). Although our results are quite sim-
ilar to Goodstein’s (1994) results, there are some noteworthy differences.
First, the assertion that organizations respond to pressures consistent with
their goals, or at least pressures that are not diametric to their goals, is em-
pirically substantiated here. Goodstein, however, found no support for the
prediction that public sector organizations would be more responsive to
work-family pressures, and his findings are surprising in light of both pre-
vious observations about the diffusion of work-family programs (Kamer-
man & Kahn, 1987} and Oliver’s (1991) theoretical argument.

Second, we refined Goodstein’s (1994) treatment of constituents by in-
cluding female managers as an additional operational definition of con-
stituents. Our finding that the proportion of female managers, and not the
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proportion of female employees as a whole, increased work-family re-
sponsiveness is informative both for institutional theory and the human
resource literature. Understanding institutional pressure for work-family
programs is facilitated by a recognition that the traditional champions of
such programs, women, often lack power in organizations.

Third, strong support of organizations’ impetus to secure legitimacy
(DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Meyer & Rowan, 1977) is presented here by the
strong effect that size (Powell, 1991} and attention to other organizations’
practices (Tolbert & Zucker, 1983) have on the degree of responsiveness
to work-family issues. Although Goodstein (1994) found support for organ-
izations’ visibility (i.e., size) positively affecting responsiveness to work-
family pressures, his data did not reveal the effect of organizations’ in-
terconnectedness on their conformity. We suspect that our sample is bet-
ter suited to testing such an effect because it is a representative national
sample.

Lastly, we highlighted the importance of the concept of countervail-
ing power (Pfeffer & Salancik, 1978) by framing the proportion of female
unemployment in an industry as such. Thus, in the future, researchers may
be more cognizant of various factors affecting the power of constituents to
influence organizations. This awareness will make it possible to rely on
theoretical direction when choosing variables that otherwise are consid-
ered control variables.

Goodstein’s (1994) and this study’s results correspond further on the
findings regarding the diffusion of practices across organizational fields,
and both apply the same rigorous test by considering the interaction of the
industry and geographical region of the focal organization. This corre-
spondence supports not only Oliver’s (1991) proposition but also one of
institutional theory’s main ideas, that the legitimacy of norms and prac-
tices within an organizational field increases with the degree of their dif-
fusion in the field (DiMaggioc & Powell, 1983; Tolbert & Zucker, 1983). More
research, however, is needed on the effect technical considerations, vis-
a-vis institutional determinants, have on responsiveness to work-family is-
sues. In both this and Goodstein’s study, the results on this issue are
mixed. Furthermore, in both cases technical considerations are based on
the perceptions of organizational actors rather than direct measures of the
cost and the benefits of providing child care and other practices aimed at
addressing work-family issues. Since institutions affect the perceptions of
decision makers (Oliver, 1991), future studies of the joint effect of insti-
tutional pressure and technical concerns on organizations would benefit
from objective measures of the technical dimension.

We diverged from Goodstein’s measurement of the response strategies
by taking into account the issue of equivalence of practices. By consider-
ing “cheap responses,” we were able to capture what can be labeled “sym-
bolic compliance” and better differentiate between the compromise and
avoidance strategies, something that Goodstein’s measurement could not
achieve (Goodstein, 1994: 365).

-

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



1480 Academy of Management Journal October

For the most part, as mentioned earlier, the results of the second set
of analyses support the predictions contained in Hypotheses 8 to 11 on the
strategy of institutional response used. However, like Goodstein (1994), we
were not as successful at predicting the exact strategy of institutional re-
sponse as we were at predicting the extent of institutional compliance. The
combined results here and in Goodstein suggest that more influences
must be considered to improve precision in predicting strategic respons-
es to institutional pressures. We speculate that idiosyncrasies of organiz-
ing capability, such as history, leadership, and internal politics, influence
an organization’s choice of response strategy. Such factors generate iner-
tia that can result in maintaining a response strategy despite environmental
pressure to change it. Consideration of these factors along with the insti-
tutional and resource dependent pressures discussed by Oliver (1991)
would improve understanding of organizations’ strategic response strate-
gy at any point in time. Although this study and Goodstein both analyzed
organizational responsiveness to work-family issues, Oliver’s (1991)
framework is general and could explain responsiveness to other types of
institutional pressure.
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