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BUILDING PROCESS THEORY WITH
NARRATIVE: FROM DESCRIPTION TO
EXPLANATION

BRIAN T. PENTLAND
Michigan State University

Narrative is especially relevant to the analysis of organizational processes because
people do not simply tell stories—they enact them. Narrative data have surface
features that are useful for description, but explanatory process theories must be
based on deeper structures that are not directly observable. To address this problem
and to facilitate better process theory, in this article I use concepts from narrative
theory to create a framework for analyzing structural features in narrative data.

Explanation is essential to theory and prac-
tice. If we see an organization doing well, we
want to reproduce the success; if we see one
doing poorly, we want to prevent failure. Either
way, we need a theory—an explanation of what
is causing the observed outcomes. EESENER

and Staw arane exnlanation is the core of anod
HEEH; it s 'S ENeReSsSE (1995:
378). In this article I adopt what SENGGGGRGGEGENS
colla the “thaary ae narrativ®” viaw: omavnlas
netian e o etory that dacerihae tha nracace ar
camanca of avante that cannacte crmiea and
SR (cce also Einhorn & Hogarth, 1986). In this
o mand stavias ava mantral da haildine hattas
-

The quest for "better stories” touches on a
theme raised in an earlier AMR special forum on
theory building, where Eisenhardt (1989, 1991)
and Dyer and Wilkins (1991) articulated compet-
ing views on the apparent tradeoff between
"better constructs” and "better stories.” Dyer and
Wilkins (1991) criticized Eisenhardt's (1989) ap-
proach to building theory with multiple case
studies as sacrificing context and deep struc-
ture—in a sense, ruining the story—in favor of
building constructs that could be used in tradi-
tional variance models. Eisenhardt (1991) coun-

I thank Janice Forman, Mary Jo Hatch, and Barbara Law-
rence for their comments on early versions of this article. I
am especially indebted to Yunhee Lee for her expert advice
on narrative theory. I also appreciate the assistance of Bob
Sutton and the anonymous reviewers who helped me distill
my thoughts. The finished product is drier, but it definitely
has more kick.
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tered thal perternsioresrandmbeernconsiructs
aemnominekysexeimsiwe i journal page lim-
itations were less strict, one could have both.

In this article I argue that one can indeed
have better constructs and better stories, be-
cause in the domain of process theory e
comsimmmis. More precisely, cionesshehpaesmpionn
; S g
oassmmime (Bal, 1985; Barthes, 1977; Chatman,
1978; Rimmon-Kenan, 1983). In the same way that
a survey contains indicators for the underlying
constructs in a variance theory, narrative text
contains indicators for an underlying process
theory.

In process theory typical patterns of events,
such as variation and selective retention, are
core theoretical constructs (Van de Ven & Poole,
1995). These archetypal stories are used to ex-
plain surface patterns that we observe in our
data. In narrative theory these underlying nar-
rative structures are stories (Chatman, 1978;
Rimmon-Kenan, 1983) or fabula (Bal, 1985). They
reflect the deep structure of a narrative, and
they are used to explain and interpret the sur-
face structure, which is the text or the discourse
(Rimmon-Kenan, 1983). Usage of the term con-
struct has been honed by years of training and
experience with variance-based research (Mohr,
1982), so some readers may find this claim sur-
prising. Nonetheless, to say that stories are con-
structs is not just a play on words. EEEG—G————
theorv stories are absiract concentual models
used in explanations ot obhsarved dato

I also argue that we can build better process
theory, and better explanations in general,
through the use of narrative data and structural
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methods of narrative analysis. The argument
begins with the simple observation that narra-
tive encodes all kinds of data that are relevant
to a wide range of organizational phenomena.
But narrative does much more than just mirror
the social world. It is a kind of cognitive and
cultural ether that permeates and energizes ev-
erything that goes on (Czarniawska, 1997). Par-
ticipants not only make sense of their world in
narrative terms (Scott & Lyman, 1968; Weick,
1995) but they proactively plan and enact narra-
tives that are consistent with their expectations
and values (Czarniawska, 1997). Stories are like
ruts in the road that people follow and thereby
re-create. For this reason, narrative can be a
particularly valuable source of insight about or-
ganizations. Process explanations that draw on
narrative data are particularly close to the phe-
nomena they purport to explain.

Unfortunately, the data we collect are always
limited to the surface. We have no direct access
to the underlying structure of the phenomena we
want to explain. Thus, a critical challenge in
organizational theory is hoSS——-

ll!

@SWESor traditional variable constructs, like
those described by Eisenhardt (1989), this is the
familiar problem of ensuring validity and reli-
ability (Cook & Campbell, 1979). For process con-
structs (i.e., explanatory stories) we have no es-
tablished procedures or tests.

But narrative theory provides some important
insights to the general problem: Given some
telling of a story, what was the true underlying
pattern of events? This is a basic question in
narrative theory, and as organization theorists,
we are also interested in the underlying process
that gave rise to those events. In general, the
answer to this kind of question depends on the
concept of structural levels from narrative the-
ory (Bal, 1985).

Here, I introduce a framework for understand-
ing structural levels in narrative that integrates
current concepts in narrative theory with recent
developments in organization theory. As we
move from our surface observations toward the
underlying structure, we move from description
to explanation (Simon, 1992). In doing so, we
move toward better theory.

October

NARRATIVE AS DATA

Narrative data have properties that provide
the basis for many kinds of organizational the-
ories. As Reissman (1993) points out, narrative is
an overarching category that takes on many dif-
ferent forms and that has been defined in many
different ways. I focus here on the properties of
narrative that any set of data (in whatever form)
might have in varying degrees. The purpose of
this section is to demonstrate how each of these
properties can be mapped onto many familiar
kinds of theoretical problems. The definitions
and examples provided set the stage for the
main argument concerning the relationship be-
tween narrative, process, and explanation.

At a bare minimum, a narrative text must de-
scribe a progression or sequence of events (Rim-
mon-Kenan, 1983). But most narrative includes a
great deal more than just sequence.

Following Bruner (1990) and Barthes (1977), one
can identify several typical features of a narra-
tive text (or discourse):

1. ioomencesinstiosm Narrative should include

a clear beginning, middle, and end, al-
though even fragmentary stories can still
represent time and sequence. Event se-
quence is part of the fabula—deep struc-
ture—of a story. The surface structure of a
narrative need not present events in se-
quence; events frequently are rearranged
for dramatic effect (as in murder mysteries,
where the corpse is usually found before the
killer is revealed). But chronology is a cen-
tral organizing device. The events or actions
referred to in a narrative are understood to
happen in a sequence.

2. Narratives are always
about someone or something. The objects
and characterg i story are also regarded
as part of th€ fabula)Bal, 1985). There is a
protagonist and, frequently, an antagonist
as well. The characters may not be devel-
oped or even identified by name, but, along
with sequence, they provide a thread that
ties the events in a narrative together.

3. sisientifichiesnomativesvoices . narrative is

something that someone tells (Bal, 1985), so

there should always be an identifiable
voice doing the narrating. That voice re-
flects a specific point of view (Rimmon-

Kenan, 1983). Since multiple points of view

are always possible, narrative voice gener-

ally is not regarded as part of deep struc-
ture.

"G — A -

am® Narratives carry meaning and cul-

tural value because they encode, implicitly
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or explicitly, standards against which ac-
tions of the characters can be judged. In
fairly tales (and their close cousins—
textbooks) the moral is often explicit. It may
even have a privileged section that isolates
it from the actual events in the narrative.
But even without any explicit moral, narra-
tives embody a sense of what is right and
wrong, appropriate or inappropriate, and so
on. White (1981) argues that this sense of
moral context is what distinguishes histor-
ical narrative from mere annals or chroni-
cles of events. Like narrative voice, it is not
part of deep structure.

/. UIner INdICAIOrs Of CONtent and Context.
thes (1977) notes that narrative texts typi-
cally contain more than just the bare events.
In particular, they contain a variety of tex-
tual devices that are used to indicate time,
place, attributes of the characters, at-
tributes of the context, and so on. These
indicators do not advance the plot, but they
provide information that may be essential
to the interpretation of the events (e.g.,
knowing that the scene is a wedding
changes the significance of the utterance "I
do").

It is important to realize that many kinds of
data have narrative qualities, regardless of
whether they meet a particular definition of nar-
rative in every way. For example, one can col-
lect narrative data as told by organizational
members (Boje, 1991), or from published sources
(Martin, Feldman, Hatch, & Sitkin, 1983), inter-
views (Brown, 1998), electronic databases (Pent-
land & Reuter, 1994), historical records (Abbott &
Hrycak, 1990), or student projects (Sabherwal &
Robey, 1993). Many different kinds of data em-
body, to a greater or lesser extent, some aspect
of narrative structure. Likewise, any piece of
organizational research can be seen as preserv-
ing or destroying, to a greater or lesser extent,
various aspects of narrative structure.

In the examples that follow, I show how each
aspect of narrative data has been used in organ-
izational theory. Not all aspects are equally rel-
evant to every question, and focusing attention
on one feature tends to reduce the attention paid
to others. Furthermore, adding additional fea-
tures may increase accuracy, but usually at the
cost of simplicity or generality. In this section I
explore the broad outline of these tradeoffs by
showing how certain features of narrative can
be particularly useful as indicators for certain
kinds of questions, as summarized in Table 1.
Throughout this discussion I use the bare mini-
mum definition of narrative as “pure event se-

quence” as a baseline against which to make
tradeoffs and comparisons.

Sequential Structure

Event sequence is the core of narrative struc-
ture. It is also an important point of reference for
this discussion, because it is frequently the only
aspect of narrative structure that is analyzed.
Abbott (1990, 1992) has argued, for example, that
narrative and soclal process are closelv
mismml — he uses the terms almost as syn-
onyms—but he offers a view of narrative anal-
ysis that is limited to sequences of events. The
emphasis on event sequence dominates process
research in information systems (Shaw & Jar-
venpaa, 1997), innovation research (Van de Ven
& Poole, 1990), and organization theory in gen-
eral (Mohr, 1982; Van de Ven & Poole, 1995).

For example, Sabherwal and Robey (1993)
used Abbott's method of optimal string match-
ing to discover typical sequences in software
development projects. Using teams of specially
trained students, they collected a set of 57 sto-
ries. They coded their stories in terms of a set of
14 kinds of events and analyzed the sequences
of these events within each narrative. They then
clustered the resulting sequences of events to
find the typical ones prevalent in their sample.
This is a valuable and interesting study be-
cause it provides an empirical generalization
about actual patterns of action in a significant
number of different projects. Among other
things, it debunks the textbook myth of the soft-
ware development life cycle.

At the same time, this study exemplifies the
sequence-only approach to process analysis
that Abbott (1992) calls “narrative positivism.”
To facilitate comparison, raw narrative data are

TABLE 1
Relationship of Narrative Properties to
Organization Theory

Narrative Property Indicator for

Patterns of events

Role, social network, and
demographics

Point of view, social
relationships, and power

Cultural values and assumptions

Other aspects of context

Sequence
Focal actor(s)

Voice

Moral context
Other indicators
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coded and reduced to their lowest common de-
nominator: sequences of objectively coded
events. In the coding process other aspects of
narrative structure are systematically removed.
It is difficult to discern a focal actor, for exam-
ple, because the events are framed as “occur-
rences,” rather than actions. To the extent that
there is one, the focal actor is a generalized
“implementation team.” The coding process
eliminates narrative voice as well and substi-
tutes the objective standard of interrater reli-
ability. There is no particular effort to recover or
explore the details of the moral context that
gives the events meaning for the participants.

This method provides a powerful way to gen-
eralize across dozens of case studies to find se-
quential patterns, but the resulting taxonomy is
purely descriptive. This suggests an interesting
kind of tradeoff: focusing on event sequence
may enhance descriptive generalization, but it
may limit our ability to generate meaningful
explanations because it systemically excludes
the features we need to create such explana-
tions.

To see how this is so, consider how the other
features of narrative could be used in building
explanatory theory.

|

(Rimmon-Kenan, 1983). Stories can be about in-
dividuals, groups, projects, or whole organiza-
tions, so from an organizational studies perspec-
tive, the focal actor(s) determines the level and
unit of analysis used in a study. Stories of merg-
ers and acquisitions, for example, are common-
place. In these stories whole organizations are
personified as actors (e.g., "Compaq acquired
Digital”). But these macrolevel stories usually
are not told from the perspective of the mac-
rolevel participants, because whole organiza-
tions cannot narrate their experience in the first
person (e.g., Digital cannot say, “I was acquired
by Compaq”). The personification of a whole
organization is a textual device we use to make
macrolevel theories more comprehensible.

A purely event-sequence approach abstracts
away from the particular actors and from tradi-
tional notions of level of analysis. This is impor-
tant both methodologically and theoretically,

October

because stories differ depending on who is en-
acting various events. We cannot simply replace
one role with another, because the identity of
who performs an action can be a relevant part of
a story (consider the difference between murder
and suicide, for example). Most processes are
performed by more than one individual; the
question of who does what is certainly relevant
to the participants and would figure promi-
nently in any stories they might tell. For in-
stance, Salancik and Leblebici's (1998) restau-
rant grammar includes five basic actions in a
food service transaction (order, cook, serve, pay,
eat), but it explicitly accounts for who performs
each action. Does the waiter bring the food, as in
a full-service restaurant, or do the customers
serve themselves, as in a cafeteria? Increas-
ingly decentralized processes, and the in-
creased prevalence of processes that include
significant components performed by suppliers
or customers, make it particularly important to
understand who is doing what.

More generally, data concerning the identities
and relationships of the characters in the story
(participants in a process) are required, if one is
to understand role structure and social networks
in which that process is embedded. This is no
surprise, because social networks enable and
constrain a wide range of human activity (Was-
serman & Faust, 1994). Likewise, roles define
who does what. If a particular role is missing,
for example, certain processes cannot proceed.
Narrative data contain important indicators of
character, role, and social structure, but meth-
ods that focus on events encourage us to ab-
stract away from actors and their relations.

Every story is told from a particular point of
view, with a particular narrative voice, which is
not regarded as part of the deep structure (Bal,
1985; Rimmon-Kenan, 1983). T nyesimmms
c1ai world, such as the tellers point ot view ana
thersiatonsprotisimantienee, cmong other

things (Rimmon-Kenan, 1983). For example, the
use of first names (versus honorific titles) can
indicate social relationships, such as ingroup
membership or status difference. Purely event-
based methods eliminate voice to gain objectiv-
ity, but there is a great deal of insight to be
gained from a careful analysis of the same story
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from multiple, subjective points of view (e.g.,
Brown, 1998).

Stories vary depending on who is doing the
telling (Boje, 1991), and therein lies one of the
great strengths of narrative as a source of data:
the details of how a story is told can speak
volumes (Reissman, 1993). At the same time,
variability raises questions about truth. If sto-
ries change depending on who is telling them
(and when, where, and to whom), how can we
have any confidence in them? Ethnographers
attempt to meet this challenge by adopting re-
alist styles of writing (Golden-Biddle & Locke,
1993; Van Maanen, 1988). The impression of ob-
jectivity is created and sustained when re-
searchers tell their stories in their own scholarly
voice, rather than letting their research subjects
do the talking.

Narrative voice, if used carefully, can analyze
power and politics as explanatory constructs, as
illustrated in a study by Brown (1998). This study
provides a clear example of using what narra-
tive theorists would call “surface structure”
(multiple accounts of the same underlying story)
to indicate important aspects of social structure
(not just story structure). Like Sabherwal and
Robey (1993), Brown (1998) analyzes software im-
plementation, but he focuses on a single project
instead of many. For this one project he provides
a set of three different narratives, one from each
of the major groups involved in the implemen-
tation of a medical support system: the patient
ward, the lab, and the system developers. Each
group tells its own story of the implementation
project, in its own voice. These narratives are
reconstructed from interviews, but Brown retells
them in the members’' own voices. Brown (1998)
then uses these data to compare each group's
interpretation of the events that transpired.

Brown's (1998) study makes an interesting con-
trast to Sabherwal and Robey's (1993), because
he reports the full text of three different stories
about the same project. Sequence is obviously
present, as are the particular focal actors. More
important, however, is the role of perspective
and voice in the analysis. Each group sees the
project differently and engages in a consider-
able amount of finger pointing at the other
groups. The differences in perspective can be
traced, in part, to differences in the goals and
values of the groups. The technologists empha-
size the technology, whereas the medical staff
emphasizes patient care and convenience.

Brown (1998) discovers that each group's narra-
tive privileges some voices and silences others,
and he analyzes this silencing as an exercise of
power. Selective silencing is an unavoidable
feature of narrative (Bal, 1985; Reissman, 1993;
White, 1981), and finding the silent voices and
revealing the sources of power in a narrative
constitute one purpose of deconstruction (Mar-
tin, 1990).

Biakiiiiteiiionidie

Perhaps more than any other kind of data,
narrative can provide a window onto the values
of a cultural group. From myths we learn what is
sacred and profane (Levi-Strauss, 1968). From
anecdotes around the water cooler, members
learn what is valued in their organizations
(Wilkins, 1984). One could argue that the analy-
sis of culture is, to a large extent, an exploration
of the moral dimension of the narratives of a
culture. Trice and Beyer (1993) offer a helpful
survey of the ways in which various forms of
narrative have been used to analyze organiza-
tional cultures.

Explicit attention to the evaluative dimen-
sions of narrative data allows us to examine the
ways in which culture guides action, among
other things. Martin et al.'s (1983) analysis exem-
plifies the way that evaluative context can drive
a process, enabling and constraining certain
choices and key events. These authors analyzed
a large number of published narratives using
script theory (Schank & Abelson, 1977). They
identified seven kinds of stories—structural cat-
egories of story—based on the plots of the nar-
ratives they analyzed. Within each kind of story,
they found "positive” and "negative” versions.
They also found that stories had similar kinds of
plots, which they attributed to the existence of
pervasive structural tensions in organizations:
equality versus inequality, security versus inse-
curity, and control versus lack of control. The
stories reveal how different organizations deal
with these tensions. In some organizations ask-
ing the "big chief” to follow the rules gets you
fired; in other organizations it makes you a good
citizen.

Careful attention to evaluative context also
can be used to show how unstated assumptions
can influence apparently “rational” managerial
thought. For example, Boland and Schultze
(1995) use a simplified form of Chatman's (1978)
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technique for narrative analysis to "unpack”
Cooper and Kaplan's (1988) famous and influen-
tial story about activity-based costing. This is
the story of two ball-point-pen plants—one that
makes only blue pens and one that makes «a
variety of colors. In a brief and compelling par-
able, Cooper and Kaplan (1988) show that mea-
suring costs in the “right way"” helps managers
make the "right decisions.” There is a clear
moral to this story: activity-based costing is the
only valid basis for managerial control.

By carefully applying the structural tech-
niques of narrative criticism, Boland and Schul-
tze (1995) are able to show how this story works.
They reveal the moral and evaluative context of
the story, as well as the key structural elements
that make it effective. Then, using the same el-
ements, they are able to rewrite the story to
create alternatives, with very different out-
comes, that reflect different possible worlds
(Bruner, 1986).

One of their most interesting variations in-
cludes the "Executive Jacket”—an electronic
system worn by all executives that monitors
their activities so that they can be added to the
cost structure of the firm on a minute-by-minute
basis (after all, executive time is expensive, so
we need to measure it carefully). The executives
soon discover that whenever they devote time to
a particular product line (especially in a large
meeting), that product's cost goes way up, and it
starts to look unprofitable. Suddenly, the same
basic story (i.e., one makes the best decisions by
allocating the costs of activities to specific prod-
ucts) starts to look silly. Their analysis is, in a
sense, a deconstruction (plus a clever recon-
struction) that reveals the (il)logic underlying
the design of a widely used kind of organiza-
tional control system.

Other Indicators of Context

Narrative usually includes a range of other
indicators that can be used to identify other im-
portant constructs. As Barthes remarks, narra-
tive is "simply there like life itself” (1977: 79).
And, like life itself, it can contain references to
just about anything. What the narrative theorist
may view as textual embellishment (Barthes,
1977), the organization theorist often views as
critical data on anything from personality to so-
cial structure. For example, the story of the
Mann Gulch disaster, analyzed by Weick (1993),

October

includes indicators of physical setting (an in-
tense fire in a remote location), the psychologi-
cal states of the participants (surprise, fear, and
disorientation), the demographic characteristics
of the participants, and so on.

These kinds of indicators are present in nearly
any narrative, and they form the raw material
for a number of different qualitative techniques
for textual analysis. Miles and Huberman (1994)
provide an extensive set of techniques for cod-
ing, collating, categorizing, and presenting tex-
tual indicators. Eisenhardt's (1989) discussion of
case analysis can be viewed as a prescription
for how to use such indicators to create theoret-
ically relevant constructs. Also, we can con-
struct synthetic measures (aggregates, scales,
and so on) that are widely used in theoretical
explanations. It is interesting to note that we
usually do not collect this kind of data in narra-
tive form. Surveys, for example, are an efficient
way to collect the "other indicators,” without the
sequences of events that surround them.

Narrative Is More Than Just Data

Clearly, narrative provides a wealth of infor-
mation that is available and codable using fa-
miliar techniques. But narrative does more than
simply indicate features of the social world. It is
constitutive of the social world. Readers familiar
with sociological symbolic interactionism will
recognize this as a central tenet: actors construct
interaction in ways that are sensible to them-
selves and others (Orbuch, 1997; Scott & Lyman,
1968).

People do not just tell stories, they enact sto-
ries, and these stories provide legitimacy and
accountability for their actions (Czarniawska,
1997, 1998). As a result, stories do not just reflect
processes, they shape them (Orr, 1995). This is
because our expectations for appropriate ser-
vice, management, decision making, and so on
can be characterized as typical “stories” (good
and bad), which guide our understanding of the
situation (Mandler, 1984). As Weick (1995) and
many others have argued, stories give meaning
to the events, actions, and objects in our lives
(Orbuch, 1997; Scott & Lyman, 1968).

Narratives in various forms (such as stories,
sagas, legends, and myths) are also central
forms of expression of organizational culture
and important vehicles for socialization (Trice &
Beyer, 1993). Stories are a safe way for newcom-



1999 Pentland 717

ers to be "shown the ropes,” without getting
thrown on the ropes. And while stories help pre-
serve organizational culture, they can also be
used as tools for change (Wilkins, 1984). In psy-
choanalysis, narratives of personal experience
can be constructed and retold to help patients
change their lives (Schafer, 1992). When a reori-
entation is necessary, stories of what is possi-
ble, or what other organizations have accom-
plished, can be useful models for what needs to
be done (McConkie & Boss, 1986; McWhinney &
Batista, 1988).

The importance of narrative is further rein-
forced when one considers how prominently
narrative thinking figures in some perspectives
on individual cognition (Bruner, 1986, 1990) and
sensemaking. Weick (1995) argues that sense-
making depends, to a great extent, on our ability
to think in narrative terms: to look back, retro-
spectively, and ahead, prospectively, so as to
construct an understanding of events. Bruner
(1986, 1990) also emphasizes that connecting
events together in the context of a story is criti-
cal for understanding. Indeed, our ability to con-
struct accounts of our actions (and the actions of
others) is central to social relations (Heritage,
1984; Orbuch, 1997). Weick explains the multiple
roles of stories:

If accuracy is nice but not necessary for sense-
making, then what is necessary? The answer is,
something that preserves plausibility and coher-
ence, something that is reasonable and memora-
ble, something that embodies past experience
and expectations, something which resonates
with other people, something that can be con-
structed retrospectively but also can be used pro-
spectively, something that captures both feeling
and thought, something that allows for embel-
lishment to fit current oddities, something that is
fun to contrast. In short, what is necessary in
sensemaking is a good story (1995: 60-61).

To summarize, the significance of narrative data
lies not just in their richness and near universal
availability, but in the fact that they are the
same kind of data that organizational members
use to plan, enact, interpret, and evaluate their
own actions and those of others. As Weick ar-
gues, "Most organizational realities are based
on narrative” (1995: 127). Thus, when we analyze
narrative, we are starting with raw material that
is central to the cognitive and cultural world of
our subjects. With this in mind, I turn now to the
central topic of this article: building process the-
ory with narrative data.

BUILDING PROCESS THEORY WITH
NARRATIVE

Narrative is relevant to a broad range of the-
oretical concerns, but what is its role in expla-
nation? We are accustomed to thinking of expla-
nations in terms of R-squared, but in this section
I want to elaborate on the idea that explanation
requires a story and that stories can be under-
stood as process theories.

Because narrative embodies sequence and
time, it is naturally suited to the development of
process theories and explanations. Indeed, ev-
ery narrative contains a description of a process
(Bal, 1985) or a sequence of events (Barthes, 1977;
Rimmon-Kenan, 1983). For this reason Abbott ar-
gues that narrative, “in the generic sense of
process, or story” (1992: 428), can be fruitfully
used to create an alternative paradigm for em-
pirical sociological research, in which pro-
cesses, events, actions, and agents are at the
center of the analysis. Abbott (1990) identifies
three categories of questions that one can ad-
dress: (1) the existence and classification of se-
quential patterns, (2) the antecedents of these
patterns, and (3) the consequences of these pat-
terns. Clearly, these questions can be ap-
proached in purely descriptive terms (“What are
the patterns? What are the antecedents and the
consequences?”). As Abbott (1990) notes, de-
scription is an essential first step. But, in the
following sections, I want to explore the problem
of creating explanations (“Why are there pat-
terns? Why do we observe these antecedents
and consequences?").

Antecedents and Consequences

Questions about antecedents and conse-
quences basically are variance questions (Ab-
bott, 1990; Mohr, 1982). For any process one can
look for correlations in the conditions that initi-
ate the process and in the consequences of the
process. These are fundamental questions in
fields ranging from organizational ecology (e.g.,
“"How does density affect foundings and fail-
ures?”) to organizational demographics (e.g.,
"How does group composition affect perfor-
mance?"”).

Abbott (1992) notes, however, that in a great
deal of sociological research, scholars measure
correlations between antecedents and conse-
quences and make inferences about the inter-



718 Academy of Management Review

vening causal sequences of events without ac-
tually observing them. Lawrence (1997) makes a
similar observation with respect to the "black
box" of organizational demography. Demo-
graphic characteristics (antecedents) are linked
to outcomes (consequences) via a chain of pro-
totypical sequences that are usually not ob-
served or measured. For example, McCain,
O'Reilly, and Pfeffer (1983) argue that in the uni-
versity departments they studied, greater tem-
poral gaps between tenure cohorts led to diffi-
culty in communication, power struggles, and,
ultimately, turnover. This chain of hypothetical
events connecting antecedent to consequence is
a good example of what Abbott (1992) refers to
rather pejoratively as a “just-so story,” made up
to explain an observed correlation between
variables.

But it can also be seen as a process theory
waiting to be tested. In this case it is a theory
about demographics, communication, conflict,
and turnover, but many kinds of organizational
research have a similar logical structure. Ante-
cedents and consequences are measured, corre-
lations are computed, and results are reported.
Yet, as Abbott (1990) points out, a typical data set
contains no information on the causal chain of
events that explains why the variables are re-
lated. Sutton and Staw (1995) have argued quite
forcefully that it is the responsibility of the re-
searcher to fill in the missing events, because
without explanation there is no theory. This con-
clusion is echoed by Lawrence (1997), who sug-
gests that although examining the intervening
processes may be expensive or time consuming,
it is necessary if one wants to build explanatory
theory. A purely instrumental theory, which pos-
its a connection between variables but lacks
explanation, generally is not seen as a theory at
all (Lawrence, 1997).

Sequential Patterns

For this reason sequential patterns are critical
to explanation. We need a chain of events that
connects antecedents and consequences (Ein-
horn & Hogarth, 1986). Thus, Lawrence (1997) ar-
gues that opening the black box requires more
attention to processes. For example, although it
might be a difficult study to conduct, one can
imagine observing and testing the sequence of
events hypothesized by McCain et al. (1983). If
one had the data in hand, the next step would be
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to test for the existence of sequential patterns
(Abbott, 1990).

Fortunately, we have some good tools for de-
scribing, summarizing, and comparing se-
quences. For example, Sabherwal and Robey
(1993) use optimal string matching and cluster-
ing techniques to describe and categorize soft-
ware development processes. Pentland and Re-
uter (1994) use a grammatical pattern-matching
technique to describe sequential patterns in
technical service routines. Colby, Kennedy, and
Milanesi (1991) describe additional techniques
for grammatical induction, and Corsaro and
Heise (1990) describe methods for deriving
"event structures” from ethnographic observa-
tions.

All of these techniques are essentially de-
scriptive: they allow us to summarize the ob-
served sequences. In doing so, these techniques
can provide a base level of theoretical explana-
tion. After all, unless a sequence of events can
be identified, any theoretical explanation will
be suspect.

Of course, our conceptualization and descrip-
tion of sequential patterns force a classic
tradeoff among simplicity, accuracy, and gener-
ality (Weick, 1979). For the sake of simplicity, we
often describe processes as a fixed sequence
(A — B — C). Unfortunately, this typically entails
a sacrifice in accuracy, because most real pro-
cesses cannot be described as a single se-
quence or narrative. Rather, even relatively sim-
ple processes can generate an enormous variety
of different sequences of events (Pentland, 1995).
Accuracy is improved somewhat if we attach
probabilities to the transitions from one event to
the next (Mohr, 1982), or if we introduce loops
back to prior steps, as in a flowchart. Indeed,
one can perfectly model any given set of ob-
served sequences with these techniques, but
usually at the expense of generality, because
the resulting model will only fit those specific
observations.

Regardless of how we choose to make the
tradeoff among simplicity, accuracy, and gener-
ality, the logic of explanation is the same. We
explain the connection between antecedents
and consequences by describing the events that
connect them (Einhorn & Hogarth, 1986). How-
ever, describing patterns of events does not, by
itself, explain the underlying process that gen-
erated the patterns (Pentland, 1995). Referring
again to Simon, an explanation must draw on
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the “structural characteristics of the system”
(1992: 159). Explanation requires some insight
into what Abbott (1992) calls “generating mech-
anisms” that drive the process.

GENERATING MECHANISMS AND DEEP
STRUCTURE

The search for generating mechanisms in or-
ganization theory is roughly analogous to the
search for deep structure in narrative. In this
section I examine the concept of structural lev-
els more closely and show how it can be applied
to organizational theory. Van de Ven and Poole
(1995), for example, offer a helpful taxonomy of
prototypical generating mechanisms—or “mo-
tors”—derived from a survey of the literature on
change processes in a wide variety of disci-
plines. They identity four basic kinds of pro-
cesses: (1) life cycle, (2) teleological (or goal
seeking), (3) ecological (variation and selective
retention), and (4) dialectical (thesis, antithesis,
and synthesis).

These prototypical process models provide a
way of classifying and explaining processes.
But they also present an interesting empirical
problem: How can we tell which motor is run-
ning? As Van de Ven and Poole (1995) note, many
specific theories of organizational change are
combinations of two or more of their basic “mo-
tors” (e.g., life cycle plus teleology). The problem
is that these deep structures are never directly
observed. All we have in empirical research is
the “surface structure,” as captured in our obser-

vations. Thus, any explanation that relies on
these prototypical process constructs requires
careful attention to the connection of surface
and deep structure. '

The problem arises because we are limited to
surface observations, yet our explanations re-
quire that we identify the underlying structure.
Van de Ven and Poole (1995) refer to this as
“template matching,” but the conceptual prob-
lem is similar to the problem of validity and
reliability in variance-based constructs: Given
some data, what is the underlying construct?
Indeed, unless we can discriminate between our
constructs in this way, it is hard to see how we
can make much progress in explaining organi-
zational processes.

Levels of Narrative Structure

When the construct in question is a story, then
the tools of narrative theory provide some im-
portant guidance. The basic problem is how to
move from surface levels to deeper levels. Fig-
ure 1 integrates the three levels commonly used
in narrative theory, with an additional level that
is implied by the work of Van de Ven and Poole
(1995) and Pentland (1995).

At the deepest level we have the “generating
mechanism” that drives the process. As concep-
tualized by Van de Ven and Poole (1995), for
example, this contains an abstract process, such
as variation and selective retention or goal
seeking. As conceptualized by Pentland (1995), it
might be a routine work process, like recruiting

FIGURE 1
Levels of Structure in Narrative
Level Definition Example
Text Particular telling of a Actual text of his or her story:
story by a specific narrator “"When [ showed up at the interview. . .”
Sto Version of a fabula A new employee's own version
; Y from a specific point of view of how he or she was hired
Participants”
stories
Peidiil Generic description of a particular How a particular person was hired:
set of events and their relationships what happened, who did what
Generating Underlying structures that enable Overall recruiting process:
mechanisms or constrain the fabula how people in general are hired
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or budgeting, that repeats periodically. Pent-
land (1995) suggests that this level can be de-
scribed using a generative grammar, since one
nominal process (e.g., recruiting) can generate a
nearly infinite number of specific variations.
One could go “deeper,” of course, thereby en-
gaging in an explanatory infinite regress (the
five why's gone wild). It is interesting to note
that this level is outside the scope of standard
narrative theory, which is more concerned with
the way specific events are narrated than with
explaining why those events occur in the first
place.

Thus, narrative theory begins at the next level
up—the fabula (Bal, 1985)—which refers to a
specific set of events, actors, and their relation-
ships (e.g., who does what, in what sequence,
and so on). In narrative theory this level is hy-
pothesized to encode those aspects of a story
that are preserved under translation between
languages, between media, or simply from one
telling to the next (Rimmon-Kenan, 1983). We are
intuitively able to recognize stories as "the
same,” even though the surface details vary
enormously (e.g., “the book” versus “the movie").
Thus, a fabula encodes an objective version of
the basic events and characters required to
uniquely identify a particular story. For exam-
ple, a fabula might describe the process by
which a specific person was hired. It is impor-
tant to note that fabula are also generative, in
the sense that one underlying event structure
can be reproduced in many different texts, trans-
lations, books, or movies.

The next level concerns the point of view—or
focalization (Bal, 1985)—with which the events in
the fabula are perceived and narrated. This is
the level at which narrative voice and evalua-
tive context enter into narrative structure. Focal-
ization inherently introduces subjectivity. To the
extent that we strive for objectivity, focalization
is a threat to validity, because it is a selective,
value-laden rendering of events. In a hiring pro-
cess, for example, the perspective of the new
employee might be very different from that of
the human resources department or the hiring
manager. As in Brown's (1998) implementation
project, one would expect these stories to differ
even though they are recounting the same un-
derlying events. Of course, researchers also fo-
calize subjects when choosing what to measure
and what to report.
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Finally, at the surface we have the specific
text of the narrative as told. This is the level at
which people account for and make sense of
their own actions and those of others. This is
also the level at which we generally collect
data. Boje (1991) reminds us of the fragmented,
elliptical, situated, and strategic nature of this
discourse. Even with a specific point of view,
there are still infinite ways to actually tell a
story. Indeed, enormous variation is possible at
each of these levels. A single process can gen-
erate many different performances (fabula),
each of which can be seen from many different
points of view and can be narrated with nearly
infinite variety.

Stories Can Be Generative

In addition to outlining these four structural
levels, Figure 1 suggests that the stories we use
to account for and make sense of the world can
contribute to the generating mechanisms that
produce specific fabula. When we explicitly
plan our actions to reproduce a familiar story,
scenario, or event schema (Mandler, 1984), nar-
rative helps shape the ruts in the road that we
experience as organizational routines (Pentland
& Reuter, 1994). Of course, many other factors
enable and constrain processes, such as tech-
nology and organizational structure (Pentland,
1995). To the extent that stories play an active
role in shaping our interpretations, expecta-
tions, plans, and actions, they are a particularly
salient factor. It is important to distinguish,
however, between various ways that narrative
(re)enters the picture.

For example, we can identify the effects of
participants’ own stories on their actions. This is
the main sense in which I have been discussing
the phenomenon. Of course, participants can
seek to replicate or avoid any given scenario,
and they may focalize it in unexpected ways
(e.g., identifying with a different role). But re-
searchers also tell stories—we focalize and nar-
rate the events we study. In the case of mac-
rolevel phenomena, there may not even be real
agents capable of narrating their own experi-
ences. Unless researchers are also agents in the
process being studied, it is not clear what
causal role our narratives could have in gener-
ating the actual events. But our existing body of
narrative has an obvious and powerful influ-
ence over how we focalize and narrate events
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that are generated by others. Our explanations
can find their way into the discourse of agents
who do have a significant role in generating
events. Former students may remember an idea
from a class, for example, or may read a practi-
tioner-oriented publication that articulates an
explanation. The idea of activity-based costing,
discussed earlier, provides a fairly strong exam-
ple of this phenomenon.

The inclusion of researchers’ theoretical sto-
ries in Figure 1 is a natural outgrowth of a per-
spective that reveals our own theorizing as a
narrative product. We do not just observe
events, we focalize them and create stories to
explain them. For any particular phenomenon
(fabula) there may be many alternative theoret-
ical accounts. If nothing else, these accounts
should be subject to the same scrutiny as those
of our informants. But my purpose here is not to
restate the inherent subjectivity of the social
sciences; that has been done more eloquently
and convincingly elsewhere (e.g., Clifford &
Marcus, 1986; McCloskey, 1985; Nelson, Megill, &
McCloskey, 1987; Van Maanen, 1988, 1995).
Rather, my purpose is to suggest that narrative
accounts serve to enable and constrain further
action and further accounting, regardless of who
produces them.

DISCUSSION

In organizational research we generally have
data from the surface (text, discourse, or some-
thing equally superficial, like a survey). In terms
of the levels in Figure 1, these data are quite
distant from the objective story (fabula), let
alone the underlying generating mechanism. As
mentioned above, our traditional concern with
validity and reliability (Cook & Campbell, 1979)
can be seen as an effort to identify an objective
version of the fabula. Thus, when confronted
with conflicting indicators in our surface-level
data, for example, we compute an interrater re-
liability, or we attempt to “triangulate” with
other data sources. When we arrive at a defen-
sible interpretation, we add our version of the
story, in our own narrative voice, right alongside
all of the other possible versions and voices.

The subjectivity inherent in the research pro-
cess has generated an enormous amount of ef-
fort and debate, with some researchers hoping
to eliminate it and others celebrating it. Al-
though stimulating, these debates tend to ob-

scure the really important epistemological prob-
lem at the next level down. This is the central
problem in creating explanatory theory: Even if
we can correctly, objectively identify the fabula,
how can we identify the generative mechanism?
How do we tell which motor is running?

This article suggests three kinds of answers.
First, we need to pay attention to all aspects of
narrative—not just sequence. Although event-
sequence data are central to process, they are
insufficient to tell a whole story. Other aspects
of narrative, such as focal actors, narrative
voice, evaluative context, and other indicators of
context, are needed. Second, we need to be
aware of the fact that stories may be their own
best explanation. That is, agents may be ac-
tively attempting to reproduce particular tem-
plates of action that arise from their culture,
their education, or their own experience. Third,
regardless of what approach we take to creating
it, we need to understand that an explanation is
basically a process theory—a hypothesis about
a causal sequence of events. As Lawrence (1997)
suggests, we need to open the black box and
take a look inside.

So, in concluding this article, I emphasize
some key points. First, it is unlikely that we can
escape the tradeoff among simplicity, accuracy,
and generality in creating process theories. In-
deed, if one values simplicity, one might con-
clude that it is better to skip process explana-
tions completely. But the fact is that we have not
done much empirical work here to test where the
tradeoffs really occur. For example, Van de Ven
and Poole (1995) offer some extremely simple,
general process models. One would expect that
such models are probably not very accurate
when applied to any particular situation. How-
ever, there may be examples of real processes
that fit these models quite accurately.

This is an empirical question. One source of
optimism in the search for simple, general, and
accurate models lies in the power of grammati-
cal models to represent a complex, potentially
infinite set of patterns with a finite, simple set of
rules (Pentland, 1995). This insight has been
highly influential in the structural analysis of
narrative, where any given story can have an
infinite number of surface manifestations. Con-
ceptualizing a process as a grammatical model,
rather than a fixed sequence, clearly represents
some loss of simplicity. Empirical research is
needed to test whether any possible gains in
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accuracy and generality can be realized as a
result.

Second, although process and narrative are
closely connected, some aspects of narrative
data seem more relevant, depending on what
one is trying to accomplish. In particular, to de-
scribe a process, one needs event sequences.
But to explain a process, one needs to identify
the generative structures that enable and con-
strain it. Although I have argued that, in princi-
ple, the necessary data are available in narra-
tive form, this may not be the best or easiest
form to analyze. For example, Brown (1998) was
forced to reconstruct the stories he analyzed
from bits and pieces, because he was unable to
collect the whole story from any of his infor-
mants. Based on his experience, research that
depends on having dozens of whole narratives
describing a particular process may be quite
difficult to conduct. Nonetheless, Reissman
(1983) reviews a number of studies that do just
that, and several of the studies described here
do as well (e.g., Sabherwal & Robey, 1993).

Fortunately, one can collect indicators of an-
tecedent and contextual factors with all kinds of
methods. While narrative itself is a plausible
source for such data, there is no particular rea-
son to think that, in any given study, it would
necessarily be the best source (most valid, reli-
able, and cost effective). Researchers in the field
will always have to contend with practical
tradeotfs as well.

Third, although explanations rely on deep
structures, all we ever observe is surface struc-
ture. It would seem that reliance on unobserv-
able constructs should be cause for concern, for
how can we base explanations on things we
cannot observe? But, in fact, the situation is not
much different from in other organizational the-
ories that rely on psychological constructs, such
as "motivation” or “satisfaction.” We are rou-
tinely forced to use indicators for constructs we
cannot observe—hence, the importance of valid-
ity and reliability in our methods. Unfortunately,
this points directly to a set of questions that are
beyond the scope of this article. How do we
measure validity and reliability of process con-
structs? To the extent that we are forced into
tradeoffs among simplicity, accuracy, and gen-
erality, as discussed above, our representations
cannot all be equally valid. Furthermore, if the
constructs in question really are appropriately
conceptualized as generative structures (rather
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than fixed sequences, for example), the possibil-
ities for misrepresenting them seem enormous.

The unobservability of structure has been, of
course, one of the main criticisms of structuralist
thinking, especially in the domain of narrative
theory (Rimmon-Kenan, 1983). Those with the
poststructuralist view assert, among other
things, that there is nothing beyond the text
itself and that deep structure is a myth. Al-
though legitimate points can be made on both
sides of this issue, the perspective I take here is
clearly structuralist. Knowing that this is an un-
fashionable position, I believe it worth pointing
out that while I am drawing concepts and anal-
ogies from narrative theory, the actual subject
matter here—organizational process—is much
more concrete. It seems reasonable to suggest
that technology, for example, really does enable
and constrain our actions, giving rise to routin-
ized patterns of action (Barley, 1986). By compar-
ison, Levi-Strauss's (1968) claims about genera-
tive combinations of "mythemes” (semantic
units of myth) seem unbelievably abstract. Yet,
all of this occurs under the big tent of structur-
alist thinking. The reader is encouraged to look
beyond the label and exercise his or her own
judgment.

Finally, although it is a lot of fun to debate the
merits of structuralist thinking, we care about its
role in explanation because of our need to take
practical action. We want to know how chang-
ing X will affect Y. Our literature is filled with
statements about relationships between con-
structs that claim to offer an explanation (e.g.,
“this regression model explains 30 percent of the
variance in Y”). But the explanation lies in the
story that connects X and Y—not the regression
model itself. Knowing that the relationship be-
tween X and Y is mediated by a complex, gen-
erative process that we cannot directly observe
is an interesting and humbling insight. I think
this insight is especially valuable when one is
considering interventions to change or improve
a process. If one conceptualizes a process as a
fixed sequence, like a piece of videotape that
gets played over and over, one might be tempted
to try splicing in a new segment. This is also a
kind of “surface-only” perspective. If one con-
ceptualizes a process as a set of interacting
roles and subplots that just happen to produce a
typical pattern in their current configuration,
then there is no tape into which one can splice.
But that's another story.
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