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Chapter 1

Introduction to Only Connect: 
Neat Words, Networks and 
Identities
Martin Kornberger, University of Technology, Sydney, Australia 
and University of St Andrews, Scotland, and Siegfried 
Gudergan, University of Technology, Sydney, Australia

Introduction
In a networked economy and society, the connections between individual 
actors, organizations and entire industries gain more importance than the 
entities themselves. As the philosophers Michel Foucault and Gilles Deleuze 
have criticized, our thinking (still) looks for the Archimedean point of origin 
that should explain how events unfold and crystallize in more or less stable 
patterns. In contrast to such an approach they suggest a thinking that focuses 
on the connections between agents and on the surprisingly emerging alliances 
between previously unconnected entities. In fact, one could argue with Deleuze 
and Foucault, these entities are the mere result of multiple connections in 
a field of relations and interdependencies. These transformations represent 
challenges for research and practice alike: traditionally, the starting point 
of most studies in management, sociology and related disciplines was either 
individuals, divisions, organizations or entire populations of organizations. 
Alternatively, the network perspective developed in this volume does not 
understand them as starting point for analysis but describes these phenomena 
as an outcome of acts of “languaging” and practices unfolding in and 
simultaneously constituting networks. 

Traditionally, markets once characterized by vertically integrated orga
nizations placed greatest emphasis on maximizing the efficiency of their 
operations. Over the past decades these market places started to reflect and 
resemble multifaceted networks of organizations involving large numbers 
of loosely interconnected actors. Organizations that are embedded more 
strongly within a network and leverage the interconnected system more 
purposefully are assumed to enjoy competitive advantages in a globalized 
economy. An important issue that remains is how precisely organizational 
practices and discourses affect the quality of connections within these inter

Connect kap 1.indd   9 06-08-31   08.16.30



10

connected networks and how they influence organizational and network 
identities, the ability to leverage the opportunities created within networks 
and resistance within networks. 

This volume invites us to understand organizations from such a network 
perspective by bringing together a variety of international experts that 
reflect on inter and intraorganizational networks and how their identities 
are constituted through discourses and practices. The past decades saw a 
tremendous rise in theorizing organizational collaboration, strategic alliances 
and clusters that prompted researchers to rethink the notion of organizations 
and networks. While it has been argued that organizations accomplish their 
objectives more economically through collaborations in networks, scholars 
have emphasized the critical importance of trust, shared norms and beliefs as 
conditio sine qua non of successful network collaboration. Most commonly, 
barriers to effective collaboration include lack of trust, different ability 
to learn new skills, inability to reduce control, free rider syndrome and 
prisoner’s dilemma situations. Hence, understanding networks as consisting 
of a series of transactions does not enable us to understand the complexities 
constituting their emergence and development. Rather, as the contributions 
in this volume suggest, networks develop somehow fragile identities that 
emerge through shared practices and language games. 

Discussions in the rapidly growing field of organizational identity have been 
focused on whether identity is that which is central, distinctive and enduring 
about a particular organization, whether identity is more precarious, dynamic 
and unstable or whether identity is not a singular word but always a case of 
multiple identities. Of course, the idea that organizations have an enduring 
essence is appealing since it provides a stable and predictable image of the 
organization. However, instability and change is often what members and 
observers experience. In fact, it has been suggested that we face a shifting and 
plural notion of identities that might emerge when organizational members 
seek to answer the question “who are we?”. This edited volume advances 
our understanding of identity by developing a relational perspective: in this 
perspective identity construction involves not just organizational members 
but a wider system that can be understood as network. In this perspective 
it is interactions between organizations and organizational subsystems that 
relationally constitute their identities. In this perspective identity is open 
for negotiations, frequent revisions and redefinitions between network 
partners. Identity becomes an intersubjective reality that is constituted 
through agreement and sharing of meaning amongst partners involved in 
networks. These interactions within networks shape organizational identity 
profoundly. It provides organizations with an identity that they can derive 
through communicating and therefore differentiating between ‘them’ and 
‘us’. Ironically, close collaborations within networks might therefore lead to 
sharper differentiation and hence identity creation. 
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As Barbara Czarniawska has emphasized, identity is achieved through 
performances. Following Wittgenstein these performances are played out in 
language games and enacted in discourses. The socalled linguistic turn in 
organization studies increasingly positions organizations in the worlds of 
discursive rationality just as centrally as, in the past, they have been positioned 
in economic rationality. In fact, as this volume shows, organizations, and 
by extensions networks, are accomplished linguistically and are enacted 
discursively. Through discourse, organizational members structure their 
experience of reality and make sense of their experience in doing so. They 
do not simply use language to describe what is happening but the act of 
describing constitutes a specific rationality and enacts a specific reality. As 
Richard Rorty puts it, language does not simply mirror reality, it actively 
creates it. Taken the polyphony of language games in networks comprised 
of many players the processes of identity work become truly complex. What 
we might observe is a Weickian situation in which organizations are faced 
with the challenge “How can we know who we are until we see what others 
say?” This volume sheds light on those conversations occurring in, and 
simultaneously constituting, organizations as well as networks. 

Drawing on Foucault, Bourdieu and others we can supplement the notion 
of discourse with the concept of practice. Whereas discourses constitute 
realities, practices as concrete, discursively somehow incomplete and often 
incoherent ‘ways of doing things’ open up another level for analytical scrutiny. 
A focus on practices places an emphasis on what people actually do when 
they do their jobs focusing on their own methods for making sense, which are 
lodged in various communities of practice and networks. Whereas the logic 
of theory prizes certainty and control of knowledge in place of ambiguity 
and spontaneity, a focus on practice embraces the active, unpredictable, 
subjective and not fully controlled ways in which organizations operate 
within their networks. To understand networks in relation to practices 
means describing and analyzing the space between structures, actors and 
artefacts in the widest sense. At the centre of the concept of practice lies a 
concern with overcoming a dualism between structuralist argumentation on 
the one hand, in which agency tends to get short shrift and, on the other, 
an individualistic action theory, where structures rarely intrude. Following 
Giddens the concept of practice conceptually links macrosociological with 
microsociological enterprises, thus transforming the dualism of structure 
and agency such that structure is understood as medium and outcome of the 
practices that constitute organizations and networks. Especially the iterative 
dimensions of (practice as discussed by Bourdieu as ‘habitus’) explain the 
formative influence of the past on present action. These recurrent patterns of 
action grounded in practices exercise power that has ambiguous effects on 
networks. As Foucault has argued throughout his oeuvre power can be both 
repressive and simultaneously generate new possibilities. Following Foucault 
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the notion of practice plays a crucial role in the relation between power and 
knowledge: practice represents the interface, the link between knowledge and 
power. Practice is where a certain way of doing things and a certain mode 
of acquiring knowledge collide. Logically, learning as transfer and sharing 
of knowledge amongst members in a network creates new and interferes 
with established circuits of power, to borrow a concept from Clegg. It has 
been argued that stronger connections and greater identification determine 
the extent to which the network and its members can take advantage of 
those opportunities that are dependent on learning. On the other hand, 
organizations that exhibit weak connections and lack identification with the 
network perform less efficiently than those that have robust interconnections. 
However, strong ties are likely to impact on and challenge network partners’ 
organizational identity, the routinized work practices that defined their 
particular and contextualized way of ‘doing things’ and the discourse that 
organizational members use to rationalize their own versions of rationality. 
Hence, practices play an important and powerful role in the constitution 
and the disintegration of networks.

The organization of the book
Ironically, this book is a result of a networked practice itself. It began life 
as a stream at the 2004 EGOS conference in Ljubljana and evolved into a 
heterogeneous but connected assemblage of ideas, concepts and stories. 

The book is organized in two sections: the first one focuses on discourse 
and how it shapes identity of actors, organizations and networks. The second 
part comprises studies that shed light on practices that organize networks. 
In their chapter ‘On Identities of Networks and Organizations – The Case 
of Franchising’ Markus Rometsch and Jörg Sydow analyse the case of 
franchise systems. They investigate the constitution of the identity of an inter
organizational network in face of the identities of its member organizations. 
While identity has been quite a popular object of organizational research 
in recent times, identity research on the network level is still in its infancy. 
Conceptualizing the constitution of network identities – and their recursive 
interplay with organizational identities – from a structuration perspective, this 
first chapter presents two explorative case studies of identity constitution in 
two very successful German franchise networks and draws some interesting 
conclusions for network management. Thereby, it offers a new (identity
based) perspective for network and franchising research.

In the contribution ‘Biographical Identity, Social Self and the Role of 
Authenticity in Organisations’, John Sillince, Frank Mueller, Charles Harvey, 
Chris Howorth and G. Harindranath explore the notion of authenticity 
and its importance for analysing rhetoric and individual identity within 
organizations. Based on a rich data set collected in a UK National Health 
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Service Trust over a threeyear period, the chapter shows the varying usage of 
authentic and inauthentic rhetorical strategies, theorizing that the flexibility 
achieved through being able to switch between authentic and inauthentic 
modes might be an important mechanism for smoothing social interaction. 
The authors suggest that although authentic rhetorical strategies are linked 
to members’ identities, in some cases inauthentic rhetoric is used for 
tactical reasons, such as avoiding conflict or avoiding giving away strategic 
information. 

Michael Humphreys, Paul M. Gurney, and Andrew Brown, in ‘Reminiscing 
in Tempo: A Story of Stories’, narrate an account of the collaboration 
between three researchers engaged in an interpretive research project in 
which they sought, with varying levels of success, to construct their identity 
as a collaborative team. It is a story about stories and the relationships 
between authors, coauthors and editors and the responsibilities that they 
have towards each other. They describe and reflect on the processes of 
academic research and publications, indicating how final outcomes are often 
as much influenced by unsystematic, serendipitous and arbitrary events as 
by careful planning and methodological rigour. In revealing some of their 
thoughts and feelings during the project the authors’ show that they are 
subject to the inevitable doubts and indecision underlying all human activity 
yet rarely mentioned in published research accounts. It is a revealing look 
behind the artfully arranged scenery of the crafted paper to the scenes of its 
constitution.

‘Corporate Identities on the Web: Social Responsibility as Argument’ sees 
Christine Coupland proposing that identity is usually considered as an on
going argument. That is not to say the argument is at all times explicit, rather 
it is carried out in subtle, often undetectable, ways. In order to illustrate this 
concept she outlines a study of the corporate web pages of four major oil 
companies, each of which engages in a quite distinct form of positioning 
– even in an industry with a high degree of homology of form, technology 
and enterprise. 

Michael Muetzelfeldt’s contribution is on ‘Organizational Learning and 
Learning Organizational and Professional Identities: Ambiguous Words and 
Professional Language in a Human Services’, in which he focuses on social 
workers as human service professionals. As he argues, many government 
funded human services in Australia (and perhaps elsewhere) are delivered 
by networks made up of government departments together with several 
nongovernment organizations that work under contract to them. The 
organizations in these networks differ in their power, authority, size, access 
to resources, formal and informal political influence, and market power. 
They are in various ways competitors as well as collaborators, having 
both competing as well as shared interests and purposes. In this situation, 
both organizational identities and the identities appropriate to roles within 
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organizations are problematic, and are continually negotiated. Using 
examples from aged care and child and family services, Muetzelfeldt focuses 
on the role identities of human service professionals.

Andrea Whittle’s ‘Identity and Discourse in Organizational Relationships’ 
takes the concern about identity that is exhibited by both scholars and 
practitioners of management as its starting point. The managerial assump
tion is that workers who identify with their employers and secure a positive 
sense of identity from their work are more likely to commit and contribute 
to company goals than merely comply with or resist them. For more critical 
scholars, however, this managerial approach to identity does not comprise 
a neutral technique or represent a humanistic concern for the employee. By 
using a discursive lens, attempts to manage employee identity are instead 
seen as techniques of power and control targeted at the subjectivity of the 
employee. As this chapter discusses, those adopting a more ‘muscular’ 
approach to discourse analysis have exposed the power of managerial dis
course in colonizing the thoughts, feelings, values and beliefs of employees. 
Whittle critically evaluates and constructively develops the value of a 
‘muscular’ approach to discourse analysis for understanding identity in 
organisations. She shows the benefits and limitations of the muscular 
approach by drawing on empirical data from an ethnographic study of a UK 
management consulting team.

In their contribution ‘Relationships, Discourse and Identity Work: From 
Multiple Interpretation to Mutual Implication’ Cliff Oswick, James Gale 
and Nic Beech argue that social networks, local conversations and pro
cesses of identity construction are intertwined and mutually implicated 
elements of the ongoing accomplishment of organizing. At a general level, 
there are some rather obvious and widely accepted linkages between these 
domains, including the idea that networks are created and sustained through 
conversational episodes; identities are constructed and negotiated through 
discourse, and networks of relationships enable aspects of individual 
identity to be collectively ascribed and constrained. However, organizational 
research has tended to treat networks, discourse and identities as separate, 
albeit connected, phenomena. As they discuss, ‘discourse analysis’ and ‘social 
network analysis’ have developed as parallel fields of inquiry with very 
limited evidence of meaningful correspondence or interpenetrating research. 
Given the common concerns of these two traditions with the nature of 
relationships and the processes of interaction, the authors show how greater 
integration of research would further enhance the study of organizations 
and, in particular, the processes of identity construction.

Gro Ladegard’s contribution, ‘Accessing Social Capital through Con
formity: Investigating Network Cultures’, revisits the assumption that 
dense networks with strong ties between managers are counterproductive 
to managerial performance. From an instrumental perspective, it might 
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be expected that the motives behind forming these cliques would be anti
cipation of some kind of benefits by the managers involved. She reports that, 
in practice, top managers continue to form small, tightly coupled cliques 
within larger network settings and outlines a theory explaining this apparent 
paradox.

In her chapter ‘Speaking Organizational Identity: An Exploratory Study 
at the Louvre Museum’, Anne Gombault considers the role of language in 
the construction of organizational identity. As her exploratory case study, 
conducted over a time period of three years at the Louvre museum shows 
impressively, language is a marker of organizational identity enabling the 
members of the organization to apprehend and to infer the identity of the 
organization. It is in the narration of the identity of the Louvre that she 
finds its organization and through the presence of differentiated language 
communities that she argues that language is at the core of sensemaking 
of the organizational identity. Language constitutes an arena of conflict 
and negotiation of organizational identity, as it is the groups’ instrument of 
affirmation of their ideal conception of the identity of the organization.

In Stewart Clegg, Siegfried Gudergan, Martin Kornberger and Tim Ray’s 
chapter ‘Managing Local Practices in a Networked World’, they explore the 
management of local knowledgegenerating practices with regard to the wider 
order of things. Although these local practices might be considered in terms 
of individuals acting and thinking as if they were autonomous, independent 
agents interacting with other agents, such practices are simultaneously 
shaped by shared skills and understandings. Organizations possess highly 
relevant knowledge about the culture of local environments. Collaborating 
with other organizations, their mutually interdependent struggle for survival 
generates knowledge held in common by all organizations involved. Not
withstanding boundaries associated with their different backgrounds, their 
shared experience of mutually interdependent practices generated shared 
consciousness: a capacity for what Michael Polanyi called tacit knowing that 
they held in common as a tool for enabling future practice. Meanwhile, they 
also develop the capacity to communicate explicit information in a shared 
language that enacts a shared environment. Taken together, Clegg et al argue 
that tacit knowing and a shared interpretation code for explicit information 
mutually enabled the active process of ‘doing things’ in practice. However, 
these practices remain inexorably local and thus much of the tacit remains 
tacit – despite some local attempts to make it explicit.

Stéphanie Dameron and Emmanuel Josserand argue in their chapter 
‘Communities of Practice – Is it Like Pulling Teeth?’ that identity, and 
the power games associated with its emergence, is a concern central to 
communities of practice. Nevertheless, most theoretical accounts do 
not include the more classical stream of research on social identification. 
Acknowledging this gap they set out to contribute to a better understanding 
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of the fundamental dynamics that shape the emergence of the identity of 
a community of practice. As their analysis shows, the development of the 
network studied is a dynamic process featuring conflicts and power games 
that constantly undermine the aspirations of the community. 

In the last chapter of this volume Charles Kirschbaum and Flavio Vascon
celos takes us to the world of ‘Jazz: Structural Changes and Identity Crea
tion in Cultural Movements’. Based on institutional theory, organiza
tional structural analysis and social networks analysis, he argues that 
there is still a need for further understanding of concomitant institutional 
change and structural transformation. In his paper he expands the study 
of institutional change, visàvis structural change, specifically exploring 
whether coreperiphery dynamics correlate with institutional changes and 
identity transformation. He does so by investigating deinstitutionalization 
phenomena throughout the evolution of American Jazz. In his playful and 
refreshing analysis he conceptualizes musicians as source of strategic action, 
and styles as institutions, i.e. sets of rules that govern musicians’ creative 
activity. By mapping musicians’ networks visàvis the evolution of styles, 
changes at both structural and institutional levels become visible. 

Overall, the contributions to this book comprise a sophisticated and state
oftheart account of network identities, how they are enacted discursively 
and embedded in practices. We trust that the ideas put forward found a 
natural home in Liber’s and Copenhagen Business School Press’ series 
“Advances in Organization Studies” edited by Stewart R. Clegg and Ralph 
Stablein. As a channel for cutting edge empirical and theoretical work we 
are confident that the thoughtprovoking ideas and fresh analysis assembled 
in this book will trigger discussions and advance our understanding of 
networks. Theoretically fueled by the “discursive turn” of organization 
studies and its most recent focus on identity, the volume provides a fresh 
perspective on a networked society and its organizing forces. Providing rich 
empirical examples ranging from the Louvre to public sector organizations, 
from Jazz music to German franchising businesses, and, en route, taking in 
the networks of tacit knowledge in Japanese and Chinese organizations, to 
Norwegian fish farmers, the individual authors’ narratives are linked by one 
common thread: how heterogeneous practices contribute to the raise (and 
fall) of networks, and how these networks perform complex tasks shaping 
organizations, and by extension, us.

Sydney, March 2006 

Martin Kornberger and Siegfried Gudergan 
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Chapter 2

On Identities of Networks and 
Organizations  
– The Case of Franchising*
Markus Rometsch and Jörg Sydow, Free University of Berlin

Abstract
The case of franchise systems is used to investigate the constitution of the 
identity of an interorganizational network and its relationship to the identi-
ties of its member organizations. While identity has been quite a popular 
object of organizational research in recent times, identity research on the 
network level is still in its infancy. Conceptualizing the constitution of net-
work identities – and their recursive interplay with organizational identities 
– from a structuration perspective, this paper presents two explorative case 
studies of identity constitution in two very successful German franchise net-
works and draws some first conclusions for typifying networks with regard 
to identity and network management. Thereby, it offers a new (identity-
based) perspective for network and franchising research.

Keywords: Franchising, Strategic Network, Organizational Identity.

Introduction
In recent years, franchising has become a very popular form of economic 
organization and McDonald’s, in particular, has become a symbol of 
arguably modern economic organization. For this reason alone, franchising 
should be a major concern for organization and management research. 
This is even more so since, due to several distinct structural properties of 

*A former version of this paper was presented at the EMNet-Conference on “Economics and 
Management of Franchising Networks” in Vienna, Austria, June 26–28, 2003. We thank not 
only the participants of this conference, but also Hamid Bouchikhi and Craig R. Scott for their 
invaluable comments on earlier drafts of this paper. Last but not least, we are grateful to the 
managers we interviewed for their time and patience.
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franchising systems, it offers ample opportunities to research topics of more 
general theoretical and managerial interest. This is true, for instance, with 
respect to the role of the identity of interorganizational networks as well 
as of organizational identity within interorganizational networks which, 
despite the abundant network research and the exploding literature on 
organizational identity issues since the seminal contribution of Albert & 
Whetten (1985), have only very recently received first scholarly attention 
(Beech & Huxham 2004; Huemer et al. 2004). In particular, it is still unclear 
how the identity of a network, if any, evolves and relates to the identities of 
the member organizations (et vice versa). What, then, is the role of network 
management in building or shaping the identities of the network and the 
single organizations? 

These are important questions, since such identities often seem to be 
tightly related to strategic issues (e.g. Dutton & Penner 1993; Ashforth & 
Mael 1996; Barney et al. 1998), directing attention towards certain organi-
zational operations and suggesting what issues of the environment seem to 
be relevant (e.g. Dutton & Dukerich 1991; Sahlin-Andersson 1996). Along 
similar lines, pronounced identities can provide meaning, purpose, and ex-
citement for managers and employees. This may result in increased loyalty, 
sustained commitment and even passion towards the social system (Stimpert 
et al. 1998: 88). In the case of interorganizational networks, identity may 
ease system integration (Bradach 1998) and facilitate the forming of legiti-
macy (Human & Provan 2000) as well as lowering the costs of communica-
tion, coordination and knowledge-sharing (Dyer & Nobeoka 2000; Kogut 
& Zander 1996). However, the management of such networks is often 
confronted with the fact that organizational identities in such networks may 
be in conflict with one another or not relate smoothly to the identity of the 
network itself. 

While it may be useful, especially from a managerial perspective, to look 
at franchise systems as a network form of organization (Sydow 1998), 
they certainly represent an extreme case. Even if conceived as a “strategic 
network” (Jarillo 1988), that is, as an interorganizational network which 
is strategically led by a hub firm, they are exceptional with respect to 
power asymmetries and the tightness of control of network members (i.e. 
the franchisees or franchise outlets) by this firm (i.e. the franchisor). That 
franchise systems constitute an extreme case of strategic networks is also 
true with respect to the role of network identity. For franchise systems such 
as McDonald’s or Subway, in sharp contrast to more loosely coupled net-
works, are very likely to exhibit a rather unified network identity which, 
at least at first sight, is likely to dominate the identities of member firms to 
an extent that franchisees or franchise outlets may find it hard to develop 
or preserve distinct organizational identities. This outlier status of franchise 
systems offers unique opportunities for researching identity issues in and of 
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this network form of organization. For instance, the discretion of member 
organizations to develop and sustain a unique identity within the frame of a 
rather pronounced network identity may be studied. 

In this paper, taking the case of franchise systems as an example, we try 
to develop a theory-based and, if compared to the present academic dis-
course on identity issues, systemic or system-centered understanding of or-
ganizational identity and network identity and to clarify their relationships 
within this organizational form. Moreover, we try, at least in a first step, to 
highlight some implications for managing this form with respect to identity 
issues. A suitable theoretical foundation of such a network perspective on 
franchise systems that focuses on social systems and, nevertheless, highlights 
processes of social interaction is provided by the theory of structuration, 
which was developed by Anthony Giddens (1984) as a social theory and, in 
the meantime, has been amply applied to the analysis of management, orga-
nizations and networks (e.g., Whittington 1992; Sydow & Windeler 1998; 
Sydow 1998, 2002; Windeler 2001; Feldman 2004; Pozzebon 2004). Several 
authors have even also applied structuration theory to the analysis of iden-
tity, both individual and organizational (e.g. Giddens 1991; Sarason 1995; 
Bouchikhi & Kimberly 1998; Scott et al. 1998; Kuhn & Nelson 2002). 
Anchoring identity research in the theory of structuration ensures that the 
network perspective is based upon an advanced theoretical understanding of 
practices, how they emerge in an embedded social context, and what effects 
they produce in organizations, networks, or even more encompassing social 
systems. Structuration theory is, furthermore, a particularly appropriate 
basis to conceptualize the interrelationship of organizational identity (as 
a rather stable outcome) and organizational identification processes (Scott 
et al. 1998; Hatch & Schultz 2000; Kuhn & Nelson 2002) and, thereby, 
to overcome methodological problems in theorizing structure-agency, vol-
untarism-determinism and stability-change (Giddens 1976: 27; Weaver 
& Gioia 1994; Bouchikhi & Kimberly 1998: 15; Scott et al. 1998: 309). 
Since structuration theory is, in addition, able to integrate multiple levels of 
analysis (e.g. individual, organization, network) that are apparently relevant 
for identity constitution, it may also offer a more suitable framework than 
theories like social identity theory (e.g. Tajfel & Turner 1986; Ashforth & 
Mael 1989; Hogg & Terry 2001) that focus primarily on the individual (e.g. 
Pratt 2003). 

In empirical terms we explore two very successful franchise networks in 
the German fast food industry, McDonald’s and Subway. Concerning the 
institutional arrangement, Subway’s outlets are exclusively operated by 
franchisees whereas McDonald’s operates in the plural form (Bradach 1997, 
1998). With the exception of this difference, both networks show significant 
similarities in the constitution and relation of organizational and network 
identities. As will be shown later, in both networks, recruiting and training 
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practices, detailed operation manuals, boundary spanning activities, inter-
organizational committees, and other coordination and control mechanisms 
serve as important media and locals for the constitution of a shared network 
identity.

The next section introduces franchise systems as strategic networks and 
outlines some basic ideas and concepts of structuration theory. Then, iden-
tity is presented as a specific structural property of social systems in general 
and of organizations and interorganizational networks in particular that has 
to be reproduced via organizational and interorganizational practices respec-
tively. Based upon this structurationist understanding and taking the case 
of franchise systems as strategic networks as an example, the relationship 
between the identity of the network and the identities of the member orga-
nizations, i.e. franchisor and franchisees, is conceptualized. The section that 
follows makes a first attempt at investigating this relationship in the case of 
the two franchise systems mentioned, before drawing some conclusions for 
typifying networks with regard to identity issues and for managing identities 
in and of interorganizational networks. In consequence, this paper does not 
only contribute to a better understanding of the relationship of the identities 
of networks and their organizational members – and their management.1 By 
focusing on the structuration of identities of and in social systems, it also of-
fers a new theoretical perspective for franchising research which still focuses 
on the choice of the organizational form rather than on how it is managed 
(see, however, Bradach 1998; Sydow 1998).

Franchise Systems as Strategic Networks:  
A Structuration Perspective
Given the principal choice between three basic forms of economic gover-
nance, i.e. market, hierarchy, and network (Powell 1990), franchising is 
most suitably conceptualized as a network form of organization. This is 
because on the one hand, the relationships established in franchise systems 
are, for the most part, too tightly coupled to be considered as market rela-
tions. Rather, the highly formalized and integrated procurement, marketing, 
and management concept that is characteristic of franchise arrangements 
suggests that these relations are quite “organization-like” (Sydow 2002). 
Though sometimes considered as a generic organization (Bradach 1998), 

1 As already mentioned, issues of interorganizational identity have not been studied in detail 
yet. Nevertheless, this topic seems to be encountering greater attention from researchers. For 
some exemplary studies of broader concepts like district and industry identities, see Peteraf & 
Shanley (1997), Sammarra & Biggiero (2001), Hoffman & Ocasio (2001), Beech & Huxham 
(2004), Huemer (2004) and Huemer et al. (2004).
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the relation ships in this kind of system do not adhere to the typical mode of 
intraorganizational coordination either: fran chise outlets, in sharp contrast 
to company-owned subsidiaries, are not coordinated by hierarchical fiat. 
Rather, franchisor and franchisees have to consult and to negotiate and to 
collaborate, though in franchise systems, due to very obvious power asym-
metries, to a sig nificantly lesser extent than in more polycentric interorga-
nizational or multilateral networks (Human & Provan 2000). Last but not 
least, the residual gain and the finan cial risk re main with the franchisee, who 
formally keeps the status of an entrepreneur.

In more precise terms, franchise systems can and should be considered 
as strategic networks (Sydow 1998). According to Jarillo (1988) a strategic 
network is a long-term institutional arrangement among distinct but related 
for-profit organizations that is based upon extensive interfirm division of 
labor and intensive inter firm co operation, and, as opposed to other, more 
polycentric types of interorganizational networks, is led by a hub firm. 
Conceiving franchise systems as (strategic) networks makes researchers and 
prac titioners aware of the importance of collaborative interorganizational 
relationships for constituting this form of economic gover nance – despite 
the obvious power asymmetries. 

From a structuration perspective, these relationships are pro duced and 
re produced via social practices. In these practices, agents – these are, in the 
case of franchise net works, the franchisor as the hub firm on the one hand 
and the franchisees as the strategically led firms on the other – refer to the 
structures of the single member organizations, of the inter organi za tional 
networks, and to those of the wider “organizational field” (DiMaggio & 
Powell 1983) that these organizations and networks are embedded in. On 
all these system levels, structures, from a structurationist perspective at least, 
are conceived as rules and resources that are, ac cording to the theorem of 
“duality of structure” (Giddens 1984), produced and reproduced in social 
interaction via modalities of structuration (see Figure 1). 

Figure 1: The Duality of Structure (Giddens 1984: 29).

Structure
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As far as signification is concerned (see Figure 1), franchisor and franchisees 
in their interactions, or more precisely in their communications, refer to 
rules of meaning constitution via interpretive schemes. For example, they 
may stick with the rules laid out in the franchise contract and accompany-
ing manuals, but also take into account the more informal rules of how to 
reciprocate in the network. On the one hand, these rules enable them to 
make sense of a particular event such as the change of the franchisees’ incen-
tive structure or the sanctioning of a particular network behavior. On the 
other hand, these same rules restrict the sense-making and communication 
process, thereby limiting the entrepreneurial impact of the franchisee on the 
development of the network. Of equal importance is the fact that individual 
and organizational agents, via the very reference to these structures in their 
practices, reproduce them as rules of signification.

The same recursive reasoning applies to the other two dimensions of 
social practices: legitimation and domination. As far as legitimation is con-
cerned, agents refer to this kind of rules via norms and, thereby, reproduce 
or transform the rules of legitimation prevailing in an organization, in a 
network or in a field. Again, the agents’ interaction, this time in the form 
of sanctioning, is enabled and restricted by these very rules of legitimation. 
In the case of a particular franchise network, this sanctioning behavior may 
aim at franchisees who do not conduct their business according to the for-
mal and informal rules of the network and, thereby, do not reproduce the 
respective rules accordingly. In general, franchise networks raise questions 
about the legitimacy of the network form to a significant lesser extent than 
other types of interorganizational networks (Human & Provan 2000).

Finally, and with respect to the dimension of domination, agents use a 
wide array of allocative and authoritative resources in order to intervene 
powerfully in ongoing network practices. For instance, while a franchisor is 
certainly likely to be the most powerful actor in the network due to its con-
trol over the more strategic resources, a franchisee may well use his or her 
position in a network, or critical relationships with customers or suppliers, 
to demand a fair share of the “network effect” (Uzzi 1996). 

In any case, in franchise systems and other types of strategic networks, 
the “dialectic of control” (Giddens 1984) that governs every social system 
demands from the hub firm that its leadership makes sense to the strategi-
cally led firms (for instance, because of its positive impact upon the network 
effect) and is thus perceived by them as legitimate (Human & Provan 2000). 
This latter example illustrates not only the necessity to reproduce rules of 
legitimation recursively, but the fact that the three dimensions of social 
structure, i.e. signification, legitimation, and domination, are also related 
recursively in practice. 

Though agents are assumed to reflexively monitor their actions, the 
conditions under which they act (including the actions of others), and the 
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intended and unintended outcomes of these very actions, like most social 
practices, are anchored in their practical rather than their discursive con-
sciousness (Giddens 1984). In consequence, the production and reproduc-
tion of structures including the structural properties of organizations, net-
works and fields occurs partly behind the back of the agents, though they 
actively contribute to their structuration. This is particularly likely to occur 
in the case of evolving identities that, until now, have hardly been subject to 
intentional managerial action.

Due to the prevailing tensions and contradictions caused by differences in 
interests and power between the organizations of a network and the preva-
lence of the dialectic of control, franchise systems, even though to a lesser 
extent than other types of strategic (not to mention more polycentric) net-
works, are likely to be characterized by rather “fractured social practices” 
(Sydow & Windeler 1998: 273). This is because any integration efforts on 
the part of the hub firm are confronted with at least some organizational 
autonomy of the network members. These adhere to their own interests and 
mobilize their own resources when acting strategically. In the case of fran-
chise networks, the franchisees’ knowledge of the local markets typically 
represents one of the major resources, social relations with important agents 
in the locality another. The resulting fragmentation is an important source 
of variety in form, even in franchising, as confirmed by an earlier empirical 
study of six franchise systems in Germany (Sydow 1998). 

As is to be expected from a structuration perspective, network leadership 
is by and large exercised by the franchisor in accordance with prevailing 
rules of signification and legitimation which are not simply determined by 
the franchisor, but recursively co-produced by the franchisees. The fact that 
the franchisees have joined the networks deliberately, that the franchisor is 
the author of the business concept and creator of the brand, and that, at 
least in their view, it has a significant know-how advantage, legitimizes the 
strategic leadership in at least five of the networks investigated in that earlier 
study (Sydow 1998). Network leadership appears to be recognized as legiti-
mate by franchisees as long as the franchisor is able to keep this advantage 
and, thus, to contribute significantly to the overall success of the network, 
including the organizational performance of the franchisees or their single 
outlets.

In summary, a structuration perspective on franchise networks emphasiz-
es, firstly, the importance of interorganizational relationships and practices 
for system (re-) production. Secondly, it highlights the constitution of these 
practices via the duality of structure, i.e. by agents’ more or less reflexive 
reference to and reproduction of organizational structures, network struc-
tures and field structures, and thirdly the rather fragmented social charac-
ter of franchise systems despite the strategic and intentionally integrative 
leadership by the franchisor. Such a perspective, thus, contributes to a more 
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processual understanding of (managing) franchise systems, including the 
unfolding of the identities of and within the network – without, however, 
neglecting the relevance of structures in this process. 

Structuration of the Identity of Networks and 
Organizations
The identity of an organization informs one about how organizational mem-
bers collectively perceive and construct their organization. In their seminal 
article, Albert & Whetten (1985) refer to the works of James (1890), Mead 
(1934) and Erickson (1968) when adapting the originally individual-centered 
notion of identity for organizations. That is, Albert & Whetten (1985) define 
organizational identity according to notions of individual identity as self-re-
flective questions (‘Who are we?’ or ‘What kind of organization is this?’). 
These questions then relate to three features of any organizational identity 
which have been referred to continuously ever since: centrality, focusing on 
the essence of an organization, distinctiveness, referring to uniqueness in 
comparison to other organizations, and continuity, as denoting the enduring 
aspect of identity. These three characteristics, usually expressed in organi-
zational members’ self-reflective “narratives about the ‘soul’ or essence of 
the organization” (Ashforth & Mael 1996: 21; Czarniawska-Joerges 1994), 
seem to function at least as a starting point throughout much of the organi-
zational identity literature (e.g. Hatch & Schultz 2000). However, the ques-
tion has already been raised whether the characteristic of continuity should 
be opened up in order to account for the unfolding of identities and orga-
nizational change (Gioia & Thomas 1996; Corley et al. 2000; Gioia et al. 
2000). Indeed, in our view, that follows Giddens’ understanding of identity 
constitution, identity should not be seen as “something that is just given … 
but something that has to be routinely created and sustained in the reflexive 
activities” (Giddens 1991: 52), here of the organization or the network. 
Hence, this view opens up a conceptualization of identity that allows for the 
putative paradox “that identity is both a dynamic process that unfolds over 
time and a source of stability” (Hatch & Schultz 2004: 5).

While the origins of an organizational identity lie in the decisions and ac-
tions taken at the time of organizational founding (Bouchikhi & Kimberly 
1998: 7), the identity forms and solidifies over a longer period of time 
in a somewhat path-dependent process (Albert & Whetten 1985). Once 
emerged, organizational identity refers to the institutionalized beliefs about 
‘who we are as an organization’ that are manifested in ‘objective’ character-
istics such as the core business, operating principles, structures and systems, 
people employed, the relationships developed, patterns of decisions, and 
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a variety of artefacts (Bouchikhi et al. 1998: 37; Bouchikhi & Kimberly 
1998: 7). With regard to the institutionalized, somewhat taken-for-granted 
character of organizational identity, the reference to organizational identity 
in day-to-day activities may for the most part be implicit (e.g. Glynn 2000; 
Bouchikhi & Kimberly 2003). However, in times of crisis and change, it is 
expected that identity questions in and about organizations are brought up 
more explicitly and discursively (Albert & Whetten 1985; Czarniawska-
Joerges 1996; Bouchikhi & Kimberly 2003). 

“When discussion of goals and values becomes heated, when there is deep 
and enduring disagreement or confusion, someone may well ask an identity 
question: ‘Who are we?’ ‘What kind of business are we in?’ or ‘What do we 
want to be?’” (Albert & Whetten 1985: 265).

In their seminal contribution these authors already question whether organi-
zations necessarily have only one identity. Rather than being of a holographic 
form, they assume that most organizations are ideographic in the sense that 
organizational subsystems do not simply mirror the identity of the organiza-
tion as a whole, but adopt identities that are at least partly different from 
and independent of the identity of the entire system. This idea of multiple 
identities (e.g. Pratt & Foreman 2000; Pratt 2003), together with the three 
continuous features of organizational identities and the insight that identity 
questions are most often raised in times of crisis and change, can be used 
to explore the nature of the identity, not only of organizations, but also of 
interorganizational networks. Before doing so, the structuration perspective 
on the identity of (any) social system(s) will be somewhat more clarified.

Identity as a Structural Property of Social Systems
From a structuration perspective, organizations, interorganizational 
networks and, consequently, franchise networks are social systems. Giddens 
(1984: 25) defines social systems as “reproduced relations between actors or 
collectivities, organized as regular social practices”. According to Giddens 
(1979: 66), systems have structures or, more accurately, structural pro-
perties, but are not structures in themselves. For social systems, by contrast 
to structures, exist in time and space and are constituted by social practices 
via the duality of structure (see, once again, Figure 1). 

In the course of reproduction, social systems, depending much upon and 
influencing the degree of systemness, tend to develop more or less central, 
distinct, and stable structural properties. In the case of organizations as well 
as of interorganizational networks, this may be – among others – a certain 
(system) identity that is collectively perceived, shared, and conceived by the 
system members (Giddens 1990: 302–303). In more concrete terms, this 
structural property is instantiated in those social practices that concern the 
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system as a whole and are associated with “who” related questions (self-
referential meaning). That is, “… identity is about an entity’s attempt to 
understand itself” (Pratt 2003: 164). Further on, it reflects mainly inwardly 
targeted sense-making (Pratt 2003), though this sense-making is not inde-
pendent of the organizational environment. Rather, self-referential meaning 
is always established in face of hetero-referentialities, the views and images 
of important customers for example. However, references to the environ-
ment of the organization (hetero-referentialities) remain social practices of 
the respective organization – i.e. they are internally constructed.

Nevertheless, not all social practices refer to identity-related structural 
properties and, consequentially produce or reproduce a system identity; at 
least not to the same extent. For example, most of the usual social practices 
of organizations in networks such as contracting, employee evaluation, or 
complaint management do not directly refer to identity-carrying structural 
properties. However, those practices could well be influenced by identity-re-
lated social practices and, in turn, influence identity building. For instance, 
self-descriptions such as “We are extraordinarily customer oriented and 
pursue the norm of fairness” are likely to affect the kind of social practices 
concerning complaint management. That is, one can distinguish different 
degrees of ‘connectedness’ of social practices with identity-related structural 
properties. For example, practices of storytelling about founding circum-
stances are expected to be more directly related to identity-constituting 
structural properties than practices of timekeeping. 

However, the strength of connectedness to identity-related structural 
properties much depends on the context. For instance, if an organization de-
scribes itself as employee-oriented, in the sense of not demanding overtime 
work, practices of timekeeping should be expected to be more relevant to 
identity constitution.

As a collective structural property or trait (Bouchikhi & Kimberly 1998: 
15), the identity of a social system is assumed to be not only an outcome of 
actors referring to these manifestations, but also a medium of system repro-
duction. Agents refer to this structural property in their social interactions 
via the duality of structure: ascribe meaning to it by means of interpretive 
schemes in communications, sanction it as positive or negative with the 
help of norms, and use it as a facility in order to powerfully intervene into 
interaction sequences, for instance when the franchisor tries to oblige the 
franchisees to follow the rules laid down in the franchise manual. However, 
as little as the single individual member can intentionally change the identity 
of an organization, not to mention of an interorganizational network, this 
identity never fully determines the perceptions and actions of organizational 
or organization members (Bouchikhi & Kimberly 1998).

The evolving system identity of an organization or network, like other 
structuring properties, allows for “the ‘binding’ of time-space in social 
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systems” and “makes it possible for discernibly similar social practices to 
exist across varying spans of time and space and which lend them ‘systemic’ 
form” (Giddens 1984: 17). This is because knowledgeable agents refer to 
certain system-specific modalities (e.g. interpretive schemes and norms) and 
thereby reproduce the existing structural properties, which, however, do not 
fully determine action, but rather function as a filter and thus mould the 
system’s interpretation of an action on an issue (Dutton & Dukerich 1991: 
520).

Following the proposal by Albert & Whetten (1985), this systemic 
identity concerning the similarity of social practices within a social system 
like an organization or an interorganizational network has, first, to be of 
rather central character to the system members and, second, to enable its 
distinction from other systems. Following the proposal by Gioia & Thomas 
(1996), one should, and this seems particularly wise in the case of more fluid 
interorganizational networks, be less strict with regard to the third charac-
teristic of system identity: temporal continuity. In consequence, while we 
agree with Bouchikhi & Kimberly (1998), who propose that identity in this 
respect should be seen as varying along a continuum of malleability (fluid 
to strength), some well-established franchise networks like McDonald’s are 
likely to score rather high in terms of centrality, distinctiveness and stability, 
but others are not. 

While it may well be difficult to operationalize these criteria with respect 
to a concrete social system (Barney et al. 1998; Margolis & Hansen 2002), 
one is tempted to claim that the more central, the more distinct and the 
more stable, the more clearly pronounced is the identity of an organization 
or interorganizational network as a collective structural property of the 
system in question. However, much depends upon the actual organizational 
and interorganizational practices, including the textual narrative about 
the essence of the respective system, and upon the contextual conditions 
(e.g. culture) under which the narrative is produced and integrated into the 
system identity (as a structural property). Indeed, (autobiographical) texts 
and shared interpretations of them seem to be of particular importance for 
identity constitution (e.g. Czarniawska-Joerges 1994, 1996; Humphreys 
& Brown 2002a, b). These texts can range from mission statements over 
narrations about organizational founders to operation manuals. As already 
mentioned, particularly in times of crises, references to founders are 
important drivers to identity constitution. “The telling of one’s own story, 
particularly at points when an identity is challenged from the ‘outside’, 
becomes an important contributor to identity itself. Many organizations 
are intuitively aware of this; that is why they present detailed and dramatic 
tales of their founders and their triumphs over adversity” (Christensen & 
Cheney: 229). According to McPhee (2004: 363), these and other kinds 
of text “can be used imperatively to guide actions or constrain outcomes. 
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They can thus contribute to the process of system integration; they can also 
reproduce hierarchic or less formal power divisions of the organization.” 
With regard to franchise systems, these effects are for instance explicitly 
mirrored in the use of detailed operation manuals.

Among the contextual conditions which matter most in creating and dif-
fusing such practices are the culture and the image of a social system. At 
least the frequent reference of scholars of organizational identity to these re-
lated, and yet distinct concepts seems to suggest this (cf. Dutton & Dukerich 
1991; Fiol 1991; Hatch & Schultz 1997, 2000, 2002; Fiol et al. 1998). In 
part, this emphasis is understandable because of the almost exclusive focus 
on rules (of signification and legitimation) of almost all identity theories. 
Despite its general acknowledgement of the relevance of context, much of the 
organizational identity literature, particularly if based upon social identity 
theory, remains mainly within these dimensions and neglects resources and 
processes of power (e.g. Brown 2001). However, especially in franchise 
networks, power plays an important role in the constitution of organiza-
tional and interorganizational identities. If we can expect that organiza-
tions inherently consist of multiple identities and the idea of a monolithic 
organizational identity is the exception rather than the rule (e.g. Humphreys 
& Brown 2002b), this seems even more true of interorganizational networks. 
In the case of franchise systems – particularly in the restaurant industry 
– that strive towards uniformity, it is of major concern that these networks 
try to construct and maintain rather consistent organizational and network 
identities. But how do network identity and the identities of the member 
organizations interrelate from a structurationist perspective?

Network Identity and its Relationships to  
Organizational Identities
Depending upon the degree of systemness and its reproduction, an inter-
organizational network is more or less likely to exhibit a pronounced 
network identity (Anderson et al. 1994; Sammarra & Biggiero 2001; 
Huemer et al. 2004). If it does, this network identity is more or less likely 
to support mutual exchange of knowledge, to suppress free-riding, and ease 
coordination (Dyer & Nobeoka 2000), depending, however, on the practices 
and narratives and how they relate to this identity. To be analyzed in terms 
of rules (of signification and legitimation) and resources (of domination), a 
network identity informs us about how network members, member organiza-
tions in particular, collectively perceive and construct their interorganiza-
tional network as a distinct social entity. This self-referential construction, 
as in the case of organizational identities, is influenced by the (network) 
environment, i.e. by hetero-reference – towards a competing network for 
example. 

According to our definition of organizational identity, we conceive net-
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work identity as a structural property of the network that emerges from the 
(inter-)organizational practices of network members when answering the 
question “Who are we as a network?”. Like in the case of organizational 
identity, these structural properties refer to the network as a whole, are 
relational, concern rather central and distinct aspects, and are more or 
less enduring. In franchise networks, particularly the business format, the 
products2, the network’s (brand) name and the operation manual seem to be 
of outstanding importance for the development of a network identity, both 
established and backed by a mostly powerful franchisor. These artifacts and 
symbols form much of the everyday life in franchise networks, though less 
everyday practice like referring to the ideas and views of the founder may 
also be highly influential. 

As stated earlier, such a network identity evolves not only from such 
interorganizational but also from organizational practices. Thereby, the 
present state of the organizational identities of the network members 
is likely to influence the constitution of the network identity – and vice 
versa. Particularly the franchisor, as an organizational network member, is 
of decisive importance for the formation of the network identity. But the 
identities of the other organizations may or may not match the identity of the 
interorganizational network and, hence, support or undermine the evolution 
of a common network identity. In most real cases, the network identity and 
the organizational identities may overlap to an extent and in a manner that 
the network members, i.e. all organizations of the network, draw on the 
same texts or semantics to describe themselves. This is particularly likely 
in strategic networks led by a hub firm that has better access to important 
network resources. In the case of franchise networks this is the franchisor. 
Despite this asymmetry in these types of networks, the identities of the 
network are always constituted recursively, and the organizational identities 
of the single network members play, at least potentially, a significant role in 
this process.

This recursive process of identity constitution on the organization and 
network level is supplemented by similar processes on a more macro as well 
as on a more micro level. With regard to the former, the influence of the 
identity of a sector or industry, of a region or a district, on the constitution 
of organization and network identities would have to be accounted for 
(and vice versa).3 With regard to the latter, the impact of individual actors 

2 Bradach (1998: 26) denotes the particular importance of the respective product in franchise 
networks: “While the entire business format is integral to a chain’s identity, the core element 
of the identity of most chains is the menu. The names of many chains reflected this emphasis 
(Burger King, Pizza Hut).”
3 Glynn & Abzug (2002), for example, explicitly argue that an organization’s identity is rooted 
in institutional fields, and Hoffman & Ocasio (2001) accentuate the influence of a district 
identity on the perceptions and sense-making activities of industry members. On the other 
hand, Ritzer (2004) argues for the impact of ‘McDonaldization’ on the wider societal level.
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– “boundary spanners” (Adams 1976) in particular – with their personal 
identities contribute to the constitution of the identity of the organization 
and the interorganizational network (and vice versa). As much emphasized 
by structuration theory, the production and reproduction of structural 
properties is not possible without individuals.

Emphasizing the relationship between the individual and organizational 
or network level of course touches the relationship between identity and 
identification. Whereas identity concerns the structural level, identification 
“represents the dynamic social process by which identities are constructed, 
through which they guide us, and by which they order our world” (Scott et 
al. 1998: 306). That is, in terms of structuration theory, identity and iden-
tification form a duality (Scott et al. 1998; Kuhn & Nelson 2002). Since 
structuration theory emphasizes the role of the practical consciousness, 
identities on all these levels are particularly likely to result from processes of 
interaction anchored in the practical consciousness of the agents. Thereby, 
the hierarchical position of the boundary spanners is likely to be one of 
many contingencies that influence what they describe as central, distinctive, 
and enduring about the organization (or the interorganizational network) 
they belong to.

If compared with more polycentric or multilateral networks, franchise 
networks are likely to exhibit a rather high degree of systemness and are 
thus, even more than other types of strategic networks, likely to exhibit a 
clearly pronounced network identity. In the case of well-established fran-
chise systems like McDonald’s, this identity, though self-reflexive in prin-
ciple, is likely to mirror not only the strong image outsiders hold, but 
also to express the cultural understandings of the network members. These 
constitutive mechanisms on the network level have to be supplemented by 
similar considerations on the organizational level, where organizational 
members refer in their practices to organizational structures via the duality 
of structure. 

Though similar in process, in which not only rules (of signification and 
legitimation), but also resources (of domination) matter, the outcomes on 
the organizational level may well differ from that on the network level, for 
instance resulting in an organizational identity that, at least in some cases, 
is in conflict with the identity of the network as mentioned above. Clearly, 
a high degree of systemness and a strongly pronounced identity on the 
network level does not exclude the possibility of identifiable identities on the 
level of the single member organizations. As already mentioned, however, 
the structure of domination and how it is reproduced by network practices 
has to be taken into account when investigating identity constitution, if one 
wishes to answer questions like ‘Who has the power over the dominant 
definition of, or narration about the identity of the network, respectively the 
organizations in detail?’ 
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In the case of franchise systems as a specific type of strategic network, 
one would expect a strong asymmetric structure of domination caused by 
the allocative and authoritative resources of the franchisor and reflected 
in its central position in the network. Under these circumstances it seems 
likely – at least in most cases – that the franchisor will define the identity 
of the entire network and, thereby, strongly influence the identities of 
the member organizations. The imprinting by the founder and the initial 
conditions of the founding of the network seem to be of significant relevance 
here (Stinchcombe 1965). Together with the originally established brand 
name and the business format, as well as the formal rules laid down in 
the franchise, these already make up a great portion of what is likely to be 
considered as the identity of the system. Furthermore, the recruiting practices 
and trainings at the beginning of a franchisee-franchisor partnership are of 
particular importance in socializing the franchisee to the network identity. 
As a result, every franchisee is likely to refer in his/her social practices to 
(nearly) the same semantics and texts, for instance, provided by similar 
operation manuals or trainings. Thus, and this corresponds to Bradach’s 
(1997, 1998) insights, a widely shared identity is likely to diffuse within the 
franchise network. Of course, this does not exclude the existence of deviant 
narrations at all. However, particularly in franchise networks, they seem to 
be marginalized, disguised or exist only in back regions (Goffman 1959; 
Giddens 1984), i.e. behind the dominant self-description that is expected to 
be communicated officially (cf. Coupland & Brown 2004). 

In conclusion, and corresponding to the notion of holographic organizations 
(Albert & Whetten 1985), one would expect a kind of dominant network 
identity which infuses each member organization – here the franchisee in 
particular – to a degree that the organizational identity of the franchisee is 
at best encapsulated by the identity of the network. One reason for this is 
the strategic leadership of the franchisor, another is the complete overlap 
of the organizational domains of the franchisees with the network domain. 
Nevertheless, according to structuration theory, this asymmetric structure 
of dominance has to be reproduced (and stabilized) in day-to-day inter-
actions as a specific structural property of the franchise network via the 
organizational and interorganizational, more or less collaborative practices 
of the franchisor and the franchisees. This is done most effectively if the 
structure of domination is either quite invisible or considered as legitimate. 
By initially signing the franchise contract, by accepting the business format, 
and by acting according to the rules accepted thereby, the franchisor’s 
control over the identity constitution is likely to be seen as legitimate by the 
franchisees and hence reproduced and stabilized. Furthermore, the legitimacy 
associated with a fairly strong brand might motivate the franchisees to 
abstain from deviating practices. Nevertheless, with regard to the notion of 
the dialectic of control, the franchisees always have a minimum organiza-
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tional autonomy which they could use to deviate, at least partly, from the 
imposed identity prescription and to build up a distinct organizational, more 
local identity. From a managerial perspective, this could even be preferable, 
since an increased plurality in identities may foster overall creativity and 
may lead to more innovative behavior (Pratt & Foreman 2000) and, in the 
case of franchising, to a cleverer balancing of global standardization and 
local adaptation (Bradach 1997, 1998). 

Constitution of Network Identity in Practice – Two 
Explorative Case Studies of Franchise Networks in 
Germany
The expectation of organizational identities being at best encapsulated by 
the identity of the network seems to hold true in the franchise network of 
McDonald’s in Germany, that – at the time of investigation (May 2003) 
– consists of 815 restaurants operated by 263 franchisees. Together with 
396 company-owned restaurants led by McDonald’s Germany Inc. with 
its headquarters in Munich, this network constitutes the typical “plural 
form” (Bradach 1997, 1998) to be found in the global restaurant industry 
(see Figure 2). Apart from the headquarters and five regional offices and, 
of course, the franchisees, several suppliers and an independent provider 

WLS

McDonald’s
Corporation

Company-
owned

restaurants

McDonald’s
Germany Inc.
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FLC
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Legend: mainly unidirectional influence    ownership    reresentation
 long-term (contractual) relationships    mutual influence

Figure 2: The McDonald’s network in Germany (2003) and its locales of identity 
constitution.

***

**

* Boundary spanners (e.g. regional managers, department head operations, field consultants)
** Franchisee Leadership Council      *** Regional Advertising Collaborations
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of logistic services (WLS) are included in the network and provide social 
locales for identity constitution. The sustained strategic leadership, based 
upon economic success, ample resources and, hence, powerful control of the 
network rules, suggests that a clearly pronounced network identity has been 
built up over time, to which the member organizations have to conform. 

The same holds true for the second franchise network investigated so 
far, the network of Subway in Germany (see Figure 3). At the time of 
investigation (August 2004), this network consisted of 108 restaurants. 
In contrast to McDonald’s and most other fast food businesses, Subway 
restaurants are exclusively operated by franchisees.4 The Subway network 
is strategically led by the franchisor, Doctor’s Associated Inc. headquartered 
in Milford, Connecticut, assisted by several regional offices. Since there is no 
regional headquarter or operational office in Germany, the contracting party 
for German franchisees is International B.V. (Amsterdam), the European 
office of the franchisor. For each of the 14 territories in Germany, a so-called 
Development Agent (DA) functions as an intermediary between franchisor 
and franchisee, and selects, supports and controls the local franchisees, 
rather independent of the franchisor.5 The relationship between franchisees 
and the DAs, who often operate restaurants as franchisees themselves, is 
usually very tight. Furthermore, there is an Area Development Agent (ADA) 
who is employed by the franchisor and serves primarily as a consultant to 
the DAs and the franchisees of respective areas. Apart from the franchisor, 
the franchisees, the DAs and the ADA, several (interorganizational) 
committees serve, at least potentially, as locales of identity constitution: 
the Subway Franchisees Advertising Funds Trust (SFAFT), the North 
American Association of Subway Franchisees (NAASF), the (European) 
Independent Purchasing Cooperation ((E)IPC), and the Development Agent 
Advisory Corporation (DAAC). The SFAFT consists of elected franchisee 
representatives, acts primarily on a local level, and coordinates marketing 
measures. The NAASF, although open to members all over the world, is 
exclusively focused on North America.6 This committee is comparable 
to a union advocating for the rights of the franchisees. The IPC or EIPC 
respectively consists of elected franchisee representatives who rather auto-
nomously authorize local suppliers7 to deliver food etc. Finally, the DAAC, 
which is, as the NAASF, almost exclusively important in North America, 
serves as a lobby of DAs. Basically, with respect to identity issues, one 
can assert that, as comparable to McDonald’s (see above), a rather clearly 

4 The one company-owned unit is mainly used for testing and training reasons by the head-
quarters’ Research and Development Department.
5 The DAs are legally independent and usually have a ten year contract with the franchisor.
6 A European counterpart is expected, but still missing.
7 Since Subway started to operate in Germany only five years ago, no long-term and stable 
supplier-relationships have been established yet. 
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pronounced network identity has been built up over time. This, again, is 
owed to the strategic leadership of the franchisor, but also to the important 
role of the DAs, which corresponds to that of the regional managers in the 
McDonald’s case.

Figure 3: The Subway network in Germany/Europe (2004) and its locales of 
 identity constitution.

Given the variety of locales for identity constitution, this very process and, 
in particular, the relationship between network identity and organizational 
identities in these two franchise networks will be looked at more closely 
in what follows. However, it must be mentioned that the empirical study 
of these networks is (still) strongly biased towards a unitary view of the 
network identity and, therefore, of only explorative nature. In any case, it 
serves more the purpose of illustration than of confirming our structurationist 
understanding of identity constitution.8 
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8 Up to now, rather extensive initial semi-structured interviews have been conducted with 
two managers of McDonald’s Germany Inc., and with a Development Agent of Subway in 
Germany. Besides that, a variety of secondary sources such as business reports, internet docu-
ments etc. has been consulted.
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Exploring the Network Identity of McDonald’s and Subway
It is claimed that the core of McDonald’s identity is its well-known QSC 
& V principle: Quality, Service, Cleanliness & Value (Love 1986; Sydow 
1998). Via this principle, formulated as early as 1957, McDonald’s tries to 
insure that its products are reliably of high quality and offered in a secure 
and tidy environment at very reasonable prices. That is, the QSC & V 
principle is referred to by social practices of recruiting new franchisees or 
employees, training practices as well as by consulting practices of respective 
boundary spanners. As such it is at the core of what we would refer to as 
identity-related structural properties of McDonald’s. The self-description as 
a “family restaurant” – and its manifestation in the assortment and services 
that attract families world-wide – is another property that contributes to the 
identity of the network. As already mentioned, stories or narratives about 
important persons in companies’ founding processes seem to be of particular 
importance for identity constitution. In the case of McDonald’s, Raymond 
Albert Kroc (Ray Kroc) is such a person. Although deceased, narratives 
about and from him still prevail within the network and are of significant 
importance for the constitution of McDonald’s identity. For example, one 
of Ray Kroc’s legendary sentences “We have an obligation to give some-
thing back to the community that gives so much to us” is manifest in the 
requirement of every franchisee to be the Mrs. or Mr. McDonald’s of her/his 
respective community.9 

These features, together with the highly routinized processes and 
procedures and still the conception of being part of “McFamily”, directly 
or indirectly define the network identity of McDonald’s that is reproduced 
daily in the franchise outlets (as well as in the company-owned restaurants) 
under the leadership of the headquarters and its regional representatives. 
Thereby, hardly any discretion on the organizational level is left to the fran-
chisees; and this is just what the hub firm tries to avoid by reinforcing the 
QSC & V principle, the family character of the restaurants, the standard 
operating procedures and so forth, through rather effective incentives 
systems and control mechanisms (e.g. Ritzer 2004).10 

The situation is, of course, entirely different with respect to WLS and 
the other suppliers of the McDonald’s network. With regard to their long-
term relationship, which is described by McDonald’s managers as “symbio-

9 In the case of Subway, Fred DeLuca, the current president and founder, seems to have a 
similar significance for identity constitution. 
10 With respect, for example, to communication policy practices, franchisees are often not 
allowed to be interviewed. Furthermore, in another well-known franchise network in the 
restaurant industry ‘public relations’ has been completely sourced out. By such buffering 
franchise networks control the information flow and thereby reinforce the use of exclusive 
self-descriptions.
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tic”, these suppliers are an important part of the strategic network.11 Not 
included in the franchise network in its narrow sense, they have always had 
the opportunity to develop and preserve an organizational identity of their 
own. This, however, is not unaffected by McDonald’s network identity. For 
instance, some of the suppliers, especially those which deliver a large share 
of their output to McDonald’s, profit from the “company’s” reputation 
– for better or for worse.12 This interrelatedness of the network identity 
with organizational identities is not at all surprising, because the triad of the 
“company”, its franchisees and suppliers have always been considered as a 
“three-legged stool”, a metaphor originally introduced into the vocabulary 
of McDonald’s by its founder. 

Like McDonald’s, Subway claims to deliver high quality, service, cleanliness 
and competitive prices. But, although it seems to be a significant text which 
is used in (official) self-descriptions, it is not the aspect of self-description 
(network identity) that distinguishes Subway from its direct competitors. 
Rather, the ‘QSC’-self-description has to be ascribed to the identity of the 
organizational field of the fast food business (Bradach 1998) that, in turn, 
has been much influenced by McDonald’s (e.g. Ritzer 2004). A more distinct 
– in the sense of Albert & Whetten (1985) – self-description seems to be the 
claim for freshness, ‘made-to-order’, ‘healthiness’ and ‘simplicity’. Such self-
descriptions, here too, are socialized by training practices13 at the beginning 
of a franchise-partnership. They are reinforced by certain practices of 
internal communication policy such as regular newsletters, voicemails, e-
mails or ‘homevideos’ from the headquarters as well as by the operations 
manual. In addition, particularly the DAs with their tight relations to the 
franchisees seem to contribute a great deal to the diffusion of the network 
identity. Moreover, it is the DA who is responsible for site retrieval, site 
analysis etc. at the beginning of a partnership and it is the DA who tightly 
supervises his/her franchisee(s) during the partnership.14 

In comparison to McDonald’s, the relationships between Subway and its 
suppliers do not (yet) seem to be as relevant for identity constitution, neither 
for the franchise network nor for the suppliers. Referring to the distinction 
between direct and indirect identity-related social practices (see above), 
Figure 4 contrasts the examples of McDonald’s and Subway.

11 Eleven of these have been suppliers to McDonald’s for more than 20 years. 
12 This seems particularly to apply to WLS as they explicitly mention their partnership to 
McDonald’s on their webpage (see http://www.wls-logistic.de).
13 Subway operates five training centres worldwide, one of them in Cologne, Germany.
14 This includes unannounced monthly ‘evaluations’ of the stores, where temperature, cleanli-
ness, freshness of the products as well as employee behaviour towards customers is controlled. 
Further on, several financial ratios, such as productivity, are discussed. 
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Figure 4: Connectedness of social practices with structural properties of identity.

Exploring the Interplay between Network and  
Organizational Identities
In the case of the McDonald’s network, the QSC & V principle, the concept 
of the family restaurant and the conception of being part of the “McFamily” 
are present in many narratives in and about the “company” and supplement 
the role of the brand name, the business formula and the network rules 
in their constitutive influence on the network identity. Together with the 
omnipresent routines, these features – mediated by successful strategic 
leadership – are not only decisive for the constitution of the identities of the 
franchise outlets, but contribute significantly to the fact that the organiza-
tional identity of the franchise outlets is, at the most, encapsulated by the 
identity of the network.

While such a network identity evolves from organizational and, in 
particular, interorganizational practices, the present state of the organiza-
tional identities of the network members, i.e. of the franchisees, could also 
influence the constitution of the network identity. In the case of the Mc-
Donald’s network, this potentially recursive relationship between network 
identity and organizational identity, however, seems to work only in one 
direction: from the network to the organizations. On the one hand, it seems 
particularly hard for an organization in this very competitive field of fast 
food, with its extremely high turnover of personnel, to develop an enduring 
organizational identity. On the other hand, the strategic and sustained 
leadership of the network by McDonald’s Germany Inc. seems to leave 
hardly any social space for the constitution of organizational identities that 

Relation of social  McDonald’s Subway
practices to structural
properties of identity

Direct “We are quality, service, “We serve fresh, healthy,
(social practices of and cleanliness oriented”, and made-to-order food”,
explicitly narrating “We are a McFamily” ”We are quality, service,
identity)  ad cleanliness oriented”

Indirect Control and coordination Procurement practices,
(social practices that practices, trainings,  control and coordination
support, underlie, or rituals like ‘Ray Kroc practices, practices of
express direct identity Days’, dress codes internal communication
narratives)  policy (homevideos,
  voicemails etc.)
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