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LINKING ORGANIZATIONAL
AND FIELD-LEVEL ANALYSES

The Diffusion of Corporate Environmental Practice

ANDREW J. HOFFMAN

Boston University

This article examines the diffusion of corporate environmental practice in the context of
field-level dynamics. It builds a conceptual model that makes links among (a ) the complex
constituency of the institutional field driving environmental concerns, (b) the multiple cul-
tural frames that emerge from that constituency, and (c) the corresponding structural and
cultural routines that become enacted within firms. It offers contributions for research in the
domains of both environmental practice and institutional theory. For environmental prac-
tice, this article attends to the genesis and diffusion of environmental practice by going
beyond the individual organization level. For institutional theory, the implications of this
model allow for more sophisticated notions of isomorphism and resistance to change. Iner-
tia, traditionally a phenomenon attributed to the field, can be the result of organization-level
dynamics that resist change. The article concludes with ideas for future research.

\ N } aste minimization, pollution prevention, product stewardship, cor-
porate environmental reporting, and green marketing: How do com-

monly accepted ideas and beliefs about corporate practice such as these form and
diffuse throughout organizational populations? The question is important to orga-
nizational theorists and managers alike. A central concern for organizational schol-
ars today is understanding field-level processes by which “collective rationality”
first emerges and then subsequently changes (DiMaggio, 1995). A central concern
for managers is developing corporate strategy during periods of change, instability,
and uncertainty, when multiple interests have a stake in defining appropriate corpo-
rate action. In both cases, these periods of flux often involve the interests of diverse
parties both inside and outside the organization. And the issues about which they
are concerned are often social issues, such as environmental protection, health care,
international relations, labor trends, and the global economy.

Stern and Barley (1996) argued that organizational theorists should contribute
their analyses to these kinds of contemporary social issues. They argue that most
academic contributions to such issues currently come from the disciplines of eco-
nomics and law. But these disciplines focus narrowly on overly rational concep-
tions and coercive mechanisms for identifying and solving key issues of public con-
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