
              

City, University of London Institutional Repository

Citation: Grattarola, A., Gond, J-P. & Haefliger, S. (2023). Traduttore, Traditore? Gains and

Losses From the Translation of the Economies of Worth. International Journal of 
Management Reviews, 26(1), pp. 137-159. doi: 10.1111/ijmr.12344 

This is the published version of the paper. 

This version of the publication may differ from the final published version. 

Permanent repository link:  https://openaccess.city.ac.uk/id/eprint/30570/

Link to published version: https://doi.org/10.1111/ijmr.12344

Copyright: City Research Online aims to make research outputs of City, 

University of London available to a wider audience. Copyright and Moral Rights 

remain with the author(s) and/or copyright holders. URLs from City Research 

Online may be freely distributed and linked to.

Reuse: Copies of full items can be used for personal research or study, 

educational, or not-for-profit purposes without prior permission or charge. 

Provided that the authors, title and full bibliographic details are credited, a 

hyperlink and/or URL is given for the original metadata page and the content is 

not changed in any way. 

City Research Online



City Research Online:            http://openaccess.city.ac.uk/            publications@city.ac.uk

http://openaccess.city.ac.uk/
mailto:publications@city.ac.uk


Received: 6 April 2021 Accepted: 18 May 2023

DOI: 10.1111/ijmr.12344

REVIEW ARTICLE

Traduttore, traditore? Gains and losses from the translation
of the economies of worth

Alfredo Grattarola Jean-Pascal Gond Stefan Haefliger

Bayes Business School, City, University of
London, London, UK

Correspondence
Alfredo Grattarola, Bayes Business
School, City, University of London, 106
Bunhill Row, London, EC1Y 8TZ, UK.
Email: alfredo.grattarola@bayes.city.ac.uk

[Correction added on 26 June 2023, after
first online publication: Formatting errors
have been updated in this version.]

Abstract
The economies of worth, a theory of moral cognition and coordination by soci-
ologist Luc Boltanski and economist Laurent Thévenot, are increasingly used in
organization and management studies. We critically review a broad selection of
this literature to assess what has been gained from the interdisciplinary transla-
tions of the original theory. We identify in the literature multiple patterns that
contribute from different angles to a consistent set of concepts for research at the
intersection of organizations, socio-technological change, and morality. We also
indicate theoretical andmethodological developments that would further enrich
these gains.

INTRODUCTION

Over the last 30 years, the organization and manage-
ment literature that uses the economies of worth, a theory
of moral cognition and coordination by sociologist Luc
Boltanski and economist Laurent Thévenot (Boltanski &
Thévenot, 2006 [1991], 1999, 2000), has steadily expanded
(for prior reviews, see: Cloutier et al., 2017; Jagd, 2011).
Currently, it covers theory and research on non-profits
and cooperatives, interorganizational cooperation, public
controversies, organizational change, individual responses
to normative pluralism, accounting, strategy-as-practice,
marketing, low-hierarchy organizations, information net-
works, and distributed decision making.
The literature’s growth and breadth of application attest

to the versatility and generativity of the economies of
worth (Cloutier et al., 2017), but they also invite an assess-
ment of what the use of this theory has contributed overall
to the conceptualization of organizations and manage-
ment. The economies of worth are a foundational com-
ponent of a transdisciplinary project in French pragmatic
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sociology (Dodier, 1993; Frère & Jaster, 2019; Lemieux,
2018) and the French school of the economics of conven-
tions (Eymard-Duvernay, 2002; Latsis, 2006; Wilkinson,
1997) that aims to build a comprehensive account of socioe-
conomic coordination. In other words, the economies
of worth promise to be relevant to general organization
and management scholarship beyond their best-known
feature, that is, the model of moral principles labelled
‘orders of worth’ (Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006). However,
translating ideas across disciplines is fraught with chal-
lenges and trade-offs, with some promises possibly getting
lost in translation. We might wonder—jocosely—if the
Italian proverb traduttore, traditore (‘translator, traitor’)
applies here. More to the point, we address two research
questions:

RQ1 What have organization and management studies
gained from the interdisciplinary translations of the
economies of worth?

RQ2 What, if anything, has been lost in the process of trans-
lation that could be recaptured in future research?

Int J Manag Rev. 2023;1–23. wileyonlinelibrary.com/journal/ijmr 1

https://orcid.org/0000-0001-8384-4919
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-9331-6957
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-4207-9207
mailto:alfredo.grattarola@bayes.city.ac.uk
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://wileyonlinelibrary.com/journal/ijmr
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1111%2Fijmr.12344&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2023-06-22


2 GRATTAROLA et al.

To examine these questions, we critically review (Alves-
son & Sandberg, 2020; Jones & Gatrell, 2014; Wright &
Michailova, 2023) more than 100 articles that rely on
the economies of worth in organization and manage-
ment journals. We establish the conceptual background
for the review by presenting the objects of interdisci-
plinary translation, that is, the fundamental hypotheses
and assumptions of the economies of worth. We then
describe the methods used to select, analyse and catego-
rize the literature, and present the results as eight distinct
patterns that map the literature in terms of interests,
insights, focal phenomena, salient concepts, and different
uses of the economies of worth. Finally, we read across the
patterns to construct the literature’s overall contribution,
based on the idea that multiple, differentiated translations
of a theory can increase its reach in the target domain but
can also induce a lack of clarity about assumptions and
aims (O’Mahoney, 2016; Røvik, 2016; Spyridonidis et al.,
2016).
We conclude that the translations of the economies

of worth have gained for organization and management
studies a consistent conceptual set that can effectively
anchor research at the intersection of organizations, socio-
technological developments, and morality, in broad and
topical areas such as grand challenges, effects of socio-
technological change on organizational designs, and orga-
nizational ethics. We also indicate specific theoretical and
methodological developments that would more strongly
embed these gains in organization and management stud-
ies and augment their already considerable potential for
future research.

CONCEPTUAL BACKGROUND

We highlight the key hypotheses and assumptions of
Boltanski and Thévenot’s theory, for which we adopt the
label economies of worth.1 This term, taken from the subti-
tle of the English translation of Boltanski and Thévenot’s
seminal book (Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006) and widely
used in the reviewed literature, signifies that the the-
ory deals with how people determine the appropriate
ends of coordinated collective action—that is, what com-
mon goods are worth pursuing—and the corresponding
appropriate means—that is, the economies, in the sense of

1 Boltanski and Thévenot’s theory is referred to by various labels. Some
centre on the concept of worth (e.g., ‘economies’, ‘orders’ or ‘sociology of
worth’). Others highlight the theory’s connections with pragmatics and
philosophical pragmatism (e.g., ‘pragmatist sociology’ or ‘pragmatic soci-
ology’; ‘French pragmatism’). Still others honour the roots of the theory
in conventionalist economics (e.g., ‘sociology of conventions’; ‘conven-
tion theory’; ‘economics of convention’). Boltanski and Thévenot also use
‘sociology of critical capacity’ (Boltanski & Thévenot, 1999) and ‘sociology
of situated judgement’ (Boltanski & Thévenot, 2000)

rational arrangements, of human and material resources
that better contribute to the pursuit of the common goods,
share in worth to a higher degree, and rank higher in
society.
In summary, the economies of worth hypothesize that

individuals possess a natural critical competence enabling
them to form beliefs about the appropriateness of ends
and mean vis-à-vis the practical conditions of collective
action (cognitive hypothesis). Such beliefs undergo jus-
tification by being asserted, assessed and critiqued in
intersubjective exchanges (behavioural hypothesis). Align-
ing different justified beliefs requires the establishment
of conventions, defined after Schelling (1960) and Lewis
(1969) by Thévenot (2003) as commonly heldmodels of the
‘rules of the game’ (p. 181) governing coordinated collective
action (ontological assumption). Justification occurs in
relatively short-lived situations that bring together actors
and the practical conditions of collective action (method-
ological assumption). A description of each component
follows.

Critical competence

The theory’s central cognitive hypothesis is that indi-
viduals are commonly endowed with critical competence
(Boltanski & Thévenot, 1999, 2000, 2006; Boltanski, 2012
[1990]), that is, a cognitive capacity enabling them to form
intuitions and inferences about the relations between ends,
means, and the practical conditions of collective action and
to discriminate between appropriate and inappropriate
relations.
Critical competence is an analogue of linguistic com-

petence, that is, the natural capacity, oriented by social-
ization, to distinguish grammatically valid and invalid
sentences. Similar to linguistic competence, critical com-
petence is tacit; therefore, to study it, scholars must infer
and model its grammar (Boltanski, 2012; Boltanski &
Browne, 2014): a formally defined set of structures and
constraints whose combinations yield results—that is, dis-
tinctions between appropriate and inappropriate relations
of ends, means, and practical conditions—that correspond
to those that can be attributed to critical competence based
on empirical observation.
The grammatical structures of critical competence are

the orders of worth—normative rationales that express dif-
ferent conceptions of the common good. Orders of worth
are accessible to any actor in a broadly defined culture
(Boltanski&Thévenot, 2006). Six orders ofworth—market
competition, industrial efficiency, domestic tradition, civic
equity, celebrity, and inspired creativity—are found to
operate in France (Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006), as well
as in other Western societies (Moody & Thévenot, 2000),
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GAINS AND LOSSES FROM THE TRANSLATION OF THE ECONOMIES OF WORTH 3

toward the end of the 20th century. Other works also
outline an ecological order of worth in which the com-
mon good is environmental balance (Lafaye & Thévenot,
2017 [1993]; Thévenot et al., 2000) and a project-oriented
order of worth in which the common good is the dynamic
reconfiguration of social relations (Boltanski & Chiapello,
2005 [1999]). Orders of worth are accompanied by the
representation of worlds, that is, models of the idealized
polities governed by each order of worth. Every world
possesses stylized human subjects—or social roles—as
well as material and symbolic objects. Moreover, each
world is characterized by specific criteria for evaluating
worth with corresponding information formats (Boltanski
& Thévenot, 2006; Thévenot, 2007).
The orders of worth are subject to grammatical con-

straints. All orders of worth conform to a common set of
interlocking axioms of justice that legitimize the ranking
of society’s members in terms of worth notwithstanding
their fundamental human equality (Boltanski & Thévenot,
2006). For example, in any world, acquiring greater worth
requires demonstrable effort and investment, and any
inequal distribution of worth must demonstrably bene-
fit society. Consequently, all orders of worth are equally
valid in principle. Equal validity also means that every
order of worth can be questioned and critiqued from the
point of view of every other (Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006).
Moreover, mobilizing an order of worth for justification or
critique requires establishing coherent relations between
the relevant subjects, objects, evaluations, and informa-
tion formats of the corresponding world, which ‘introduce
into the objective order the sort of rules that govern the
construction of a well-founded argument’ (Boltanski &
Thévenot, 2006, p. 140).
The grammar of the orders of worth supports and directs

the cognitive operations of critical competence, namely
generalization and qualification (Boltanski & Thévenot,
2006). Generalizations are intuitions and inferences about
the nature of collective behaviour, formed by an engaged
observer based on circumstantial cues. For example, in a
factory setting, the presence of persons wearing work uni-
forms and safety equipment; of machines; and of practices
that refer to engineering standards and mechanical toler-
ances suggests that the observed behaviours belong to the
‘industrial’ world with its corresponding order of worth,
that is, efficiency.
Qualifications are intuitions and inferences about

whether the conditions of collective behaviour are well-
ordered relative to the world which, based on general-
ization, appears to apply. For example, if some machines
are not running, the observer may infer that the efficient
operations of the ‘shop floor’ are disrupted. If ‘top floor’
managers seem clueless about what caused the stoppage,
the observer may infer that they do not fit their managerial

role—in other words, they are unworthy of it. The observer
might then hypothesize that the root of the shop floor prob-
lems is the fact that top floormanagers are promoted based
on evaluation criteria (e.g., seniority) that, unlike techni-
cal competence, are not appropriate in the industrial world
(although they might be in others, e.g., the domestic or
civic world).

Justification

Generalizations and qualifications are behaviourally
expressed in justification, through which the appropriate-
ness of coordinated action is collectively judged: ‘people
[. . . ] seek to carry out their actions in such a way that
these can withstand the test of justification’ (Boltanski &
Thévenot, 2006, p. 37). Justification consists of exchanges
of speech acts and deeds by which different ‘reasons for
the validity, legitimacy and defensibility of (a) an action,
(b) a belief, and/or (c) a social arrangement’ (Susen, 2017,
p. 350) are asserted by some actors and evaluated and
critiqued by others (Cloutier et al., 2017).
The salient events of justification are clashes about

which orders of worth apply in concrete circumstances
(i.e., about appropriate generalization) and the tests by
which the ordering of concrete circumstances within an
order of worth (i.e., appropriate qualification) is assessed.
The ultimate outcomes of justification are accords around
generalization and qualification which take the form of
consensus, an unambiguous judgement of appropriateness
that usually mobilizes only one order of worth, and com-
promise, an ambiguous judgment that reconciles multiple
orders of worth (e.g., top floor managers are henceforth
to be promoted considering both seniority and techni-
cal competence; however, without specifying a firm rule
for weighing each criterion). Compromises can be stabi-
lized by material, symbolic, or representational devices
that incorporate elements from different worlds and thus
remain ambiguous as to which normative principles they
embody. Ambiguous devices escape straightforward gen-
eralization and qualification, which keeps normative con-
flicts from coming into the open and hardening (Boltanski
& Thévenot, 2006).
Besides consensus and compromise, a lack of accord

is also a possible outcome. Moreover, justification can
be displaced by private arrangements that escape public
debates and allow some actors to fix the rules of the game
(Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006).

Conventions

Justification is one among various pragmatic regimes rep-
resenting modes of engagement with the conditions of
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4 GRATTAROLA et al.

coordinated action (Thévenot, 2001b). Specifically, actors
enter the justification regime when the conventions that
regulate coordinated action are missing or uncertain.
Conventions are models of behaviour that all actors are
expected to hold and adhere to in a class of circum-
stances, comprising explicit rules, routinized practices,
symbols, and objects (Biggart & Beamish, 2003; Eymard-
Duvernay, 2002; Gomez & Jones, 2000). A common
example is the rules of the road, with their apparatus of
codes, driving behaviours, signage, and speed cameras.
Examples in the domain of organizations and manage-
ment include regulations; industry standards; strategic
plans; and the elements of organizational designs, such
as formal architectures, procedures, routines, controls,
and culture (Roberts, 2004). While conventions hold,
actors remain in the planned regime that characterizes
a stable organization. Conventions may be dispensed
with altogether and replaced by habits inseparable from
specific individuals and circumstances in the familiar
regime that characterizes the private sphere (Thévenot,
2001b).
Organizations can be understood as temporarily and

locally stable assemblages of conventions (Boltanski &
Thévenot, 2006; Diaz-Bone, 2018; Lazega & Favereau,
2002), many of which come from outside the formal
boundaries of a firm or administration. For example, a
bank’s strategic plan sets conventions—rules of the game
such as goals, quantitative targets, and policies—for coor-
dinated collective action in areas such as sales, operations,
and finance. The strategic plan, however, may include
targets for the composition of the bank’s capital struc-
ture that reflect external conventions such as regulatory
standards about capital adequacy. The new information
systems that will support strategy implementation may
reflect the requirements derived from strategic policies
and regulator-imposed formulas for computing risk and
capital, as well as other conventions, including, for exam-
ple, the bank’s reporting structure, systems architecture
guidelines set by the Chief Information Officer, and IT
professionals’ application of accepted methods of software
design and development.
Inmoments of uncertainty, such aswhen organizational

action shows signs of dysfunction (e.g., the bank’s per-
formance lags that of its peers) or requires substantial
change (e.g., because of radical innovation in financial
technologies), extant conventions (e.g., the bank’s strat-
egy) become questionable and new conventions debatable.
Concerned actors (e.g., shareholders opposing the incum-
bent management team) thus initiate justification, as a
form of collective reflection that activates organizational
learning and settles when conventions are reconfirmed,
modified, replaced, or new ones are established. In this

reflective activity, conventions are rationalized based on
more general conventions (e.g., strategy may be ratio-
nalized by referring to regulations or established busi-
ness models in the industry). The ultimate cognitive
reference for assessing and comparing the appropriate-
ness of multiple, competing conventions (e.g., differ-
ent views of strategy) are the orders of worth, which
offer a common set of highly general normative princi-
ples and evaluative dimensions (Thévenot, 2001a). For
example, referencing the orders of worth makes it pos-
sible to assess and compare the contributions of dif-
ferent versions of a bank’s strategy to competitive-
ness (market order of worth), efficient use of capital
(industrial), stability of the banking system (civic), equi-
table protection of employment (domestic), or reputation
(fame).
Conventions are necessary for the exercise of bounded

rationality—specifically, the procedural rationality that
leads to organizational choices (Simon, 1955, 1976). Pro-
cedural rationality requires boundaries, that is, cognitive
resources and structures, to delimit the appropriate scope
in which to search for actionable options and satisfactory
outcomes, which conventions provide (Cyert & March,
1963; Eymard-Duvernay, 2002; Koumakhov, 2009). How-
ever, the elaboration of conventions also requires cognitive
structures to contain the demands that uncertainty and
complexity place on actors’ cognitive capacities (Gomez &
Jones, 2000). Such cognitive structures are ultimately pro-
vided by the orders of worth and their grammar (Thévenot,
2001a).
Thus, the economies of worth represent a stepping stone

toward an account of bounded rationality that integrates
procedural rationality and critical competence (Eymard-
Duvernay, 2002), that is, reasoning about the consequences
and the appropriateness (March et al., 1993, [1958]) of
organizational action.

Situations and contexts

Themethodological hallmark of the economies of worth is
the analysis of situationswhich bring together the concrete
circumstances of collective action and actors’ critical com-
petence, thus setting the scene for situated judgments in
which the normative debates of justification are anchored
by the recognition of practical constraints (Boltanski &
Thévenot, 2000). A situated judgment ‘includes more than
the argumentative aspects of communication. It is also the
moment of truth in which the actors, in order to advance
their own positions, have to [. . . ]move from argumentative
coherence to the test of facts’ (Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006,
pp. 351−352). Thus, situations are ‘complex arrangements
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GAINS AND LOSSES FROM THE TRANSLATION OF THE ECONOMIES OF WORTH 5

or constellations of objects, cognitive formats, problems
(coordinations to be realized), institutional settings, per-
sons, concepts’ (Diaz-Bone, 2011, p. 49) that persist for
relatively short timeframes (Dodier, 1993).
Situations occur in contexts constituted by conven-

tions that have become institutionalized, that is, ‘have
emerged as pragmatic solutions to economic problems
and have become reified as normal’ (Biggart & Beamish,
2003, p. 458). These provide actors with tools for coordi-
nated action (Diaz-Bone, 2018) (e.g., the principles and
practices of corporate governance that regulate the situ-
ations of board-level decision making). However, institu-
tional settings remain incomplete and therefore open to
interpretation and critique (Diaz-Bone, 2018) when their
appropriateness becomes questionable for some actors,
or in changing circumstances. Here, the methodologi-
cal situationalism of the economies of worth involves
mapping situations together with their contexts and trac-
ing the interactions between the critical competence of
actors, circumstances of action, and institutional settings
(Diaz-Bone, 2011).

METHODS

Literature selection

We analyse 103 empirical and conceptual contributions
that apply the economies of worth in studies of jus-
tification, evaluation and critique involving for-profit
and non-profit firms, interfirm collaborations and public
administrations—a criterion consistent with prior reviews
(Cloutier et al., 2017; Jagd, 2011).
The selected literature features almost exclusively arti-

cles in English in organization and management journals.
As such, these articles are likely to be linguistically
and practically accessible to many international scholars.
Notwithstanding linguistic uniformity, the selection cap-
tures the broad international academic networks in which
the economies of worth are used: Many authors herein
are affiliated with institutions in non-English speaking
regions. (Literature in English is also prevalent in prior
reviews).
Selection was performed following the systematic pro-

cedure shown in Figure 1. From the references listed in
prior reviews, a co-author compiled a list of English labels
used to denote the economies of worth, to which they
added the labels used in early English articles by Boltan-
ski and Thévenot (Boltanski & Thévenot, 1999, 2000). The
labels were used as search keywords in four databases
(top of Figure 1), along with some search delimiters (i.e.,
‘organization’, ‘management’ and ‘business’). The search

results were merged, and duplicates were eliminated auto-
matically or manually. The researcher then scanned the
abstracts or full texts to filter out results that were spurious
or out of scope. To improve the sensitivity of the search,
it was replicated with a less restrictive query (i.e., with-
out search delimiters) on more than 70 organization and
management journals in disciplinary domains for which
the database searches had already returned at least one
result.
A second filter was applied to exclude results in journals

not rated by the Chartered Association of Business Schools
(2018). Those with at least one author with economies
of worth-based contributions in rated journals or cited in
earlier reviews were kept, however, including two book
chapters and one working paper. To mitigate the risk of
keyword searches missing relevant items, the ‘cites’ and
‘cited by’ references of all remaining results were checked
to locate additional articles matching the selection criteria.
The database searcheswere updated to the end of 2022 in

successive rounds, and the ‘cites’ and ‘cited by’ references
for the new articles were checked and included if rele-
vant. The search in individual journals was not repeated
given its modest quantitative contribution in the initial
round. Figure 2 illustrates the selection’s distribution over
time and its growth, with salient publication events also
marked.

Literature analysis and classification

The same co-author who performed the selection analysed
the articles. Several quotations documenting key concepts
and findings were extracted from each article, with a focus
on the applications of the economies of worth (almost
300 words per article on average). Comments (about 140
words per article on average) were added to briefly analyse
each article’s use of the economies of worth, other assump-
tions and claims. The articles were further analysed to
extract several classifiers, including the focal phenom-
ena of the studies, their theoretical orientations, and the
salient concepts mobilized in addition to the economies of
worth.
The literature was then classified into eight induced

patterns representing recurring combinations of the clas-
sifiers. The texts and classifiers were iteratively and reflec-
tively evaluated until a reasonably self-consistent, mutu-
ally exclusive, and conceptuallymeaningful categorization
emerged. One of the co-authors produced the categoriza-
tion, which was then examined critically by a second
co-author with extensive knowledge of the economies of
worth and their applications. The third co-author evalu-
ated the overall consistency and meaningfulness of the
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6 GRATTAROLA et al.

Social Sciences 

Citation Index Scopus EBSCO

n = 221 n = 294 n = 187

Business 

Premium 

Collection 

n = 131

Merge results and eliminate duplicates

n = 463

Scan titles and abstracts for 

preliminary selection

Database searches

Same keywords as for database 

searches, but without limiters 

(OR(organizations; etc.)). More 

than 70 selected journals.

Abstract ⊃ AND (OR (economies of worth; orders of worth; pragmatist

sociology; pragmatic sociology; French pragmatism; sociology of worth;

sociology of conventions; sociology of critique; sociology of critical

capacity; sociology of situated judgement; convention theory;

conventionalist theory; economics of convention; Boltanski; Thévenot);

OR (organizations; management; managers; business))

833 entries 

in total

Search 

individual 

journals

Exclude 

unrated 

journals

Include 

cites-cited 

by refs.

n = 91

n = 101

n = 70

n = 103

F IGURE 1 Literature search and selection procedure. Successive steps of searching, filtering and expanding the search were performed
to methodically assemble a representative selection of the literature. The number of articles retained after each step is indicated under each
box (bottom widths proportional to article counts).

eight patterns from an organization and management
theory perspective.

RESULTS: UNPACKING EIGHT PATTERNS
OF THE ECONOMIES OFWORTH
TRANSLATIONS

This section reviews the eight patterns in the literature
in terms of their overarching interests, insights, theoret-
ical orientations, focal phenomena, salient concepts, and
uses of the economies of worth’s concepts of critical com-

petence, justification, conventions, and situations. Table 1
provides a synoptic view. For each pattern, examples from
the selected literature are cited. (A list of all the stud-
ies by pattern, with full references, is available online as
Supporting Information).

Pattern 1: Normative multiplexity and
organizational design

Pattern 1 examines organizational coherence in conditions
of normative multiplexity, namely when multiple norma-
tive principles compete with potentially disrupting effects.
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Boltanski and Thévenot’s De la 
justification is translated into 

English (On Justification)

Literature 

review 

(Jagd, 2011)

Dedicated volume 

Res. Soc. Org. 52

Special section 

Jour. Man. Inq.
23(3) 

F IGURE 2 Distribution of the literature over time. Number of articles per year and cumulative, with significant publication events
marked. Nearly the entire selection follows the English translation of the economies of worth (2006). Over half falls in the 2017–2022 period.

The overall insight of this pattern is that the tensions of
normative multiplexity—analysed in terms of orders of
worth and inter-world critiques—are contained by ele-
ments of organizational design such as formal structures,
governance arrangements, management control systems,
and culture, whose function is to embody and sustain
normative compromises.
For example, in conditions of normative multiplex-

ity the performance of an organization can be evaluated
by different actors according to different principles (e.g.,
financial, productivity, creativity, or inclusion). The design
of hybrid performance measurement systems and proce-
dures can enable or hinder compromises among evaluative
principles, depending on its degree of multidimension-
ality, flexibility, and integration (e.g., multiple measures,
alternative reporting formats, space for interpretative nar-
ratives in reporting) (Chenhall et al., 2013; Morinière &

Georgescu, 2022). Similarly, knowledge-intensive organi-
zations are characterized by ‘coexisting logics’ for the
management of human resources based on normative
principles including competitiveness (i.e., market order
of worth), managerial efficiency (industrial), and tech-
nical creativity (inspiration) (Bobadilla & Gilbert, 2017).
The concurrence of normative principles is reflected in
the development of human resources management sys-
tems that attempt to reconcile or hybridize them (e.g.,
dual career ladder for technical and management per-
sonnel, mixed working groups, establishment of authority
positions such as competency centres and technical com-
mittees). By contrast, an organizational culture strongly
connoted by a ‘dominant logic’ (Boivin & Roch, 2006)
based on a single normative principle can result in organi-
zations that are comparatively under-designed (e.g., with
limited mechanisms for coordination between subunits
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10 GRATTAROLA et al.

and few management control systems) and closed to
inter-organizational collaborations.
In this pattern, critical competence gives managers (as

organizational designers) insight into the normative prin-
ciples in play and enables them to elaborate and justify
compromise-anchoring mechanisms which, as elements
of organizational designs, take their place among the
conventions regulating organizational action.

Pattern 2: Justification and power

Pattern 2 addresses power and critique in organizations. Its
central insight is that the contexts in which justification
plays out are vehicles of political competitions, and that
actors seek to maintain or reconfigure them so that jus-
tification dynamics, legitimized interpretations of appro-
priate organizational action, and claims to organizational
leadership and jurisdiction are stabilized, challenged, or
rearranged.
For example, a dispute about governance arrange-

ments in a cooperative firm leads members who oppose
the incumbent board to create spaces for communica-
tion and debate separated from the institutional ones
controlled by the directors (Barros & Michaud, 2020).
Organizational, institutional, and civil society actors in
public controversies reconfigure the context of justifi-
cation by co-opting other actors in positions of power,
networking with and mobilizing the carriers of multi-
ple interests, and tactically delegitimizing or legitimizing
formal authority (Gond, Barin Cruz, et al., 2016). Man-
agers formulate strategic narratives around novel ideas
(e.g., sustainability and public food policy) that con-
struct new forms of uncertainty about appropriate action
and justify claims to new areas of jurisdiction (Midgley,
2010). In decentralized and de-bureaucratized organiza-
tions, ‘neo-participative management’ uses affirmations of
values such as pluralism or fairness, alongside continual
changes in organizational practices, to shift the ground
under the feet of critics. Here, the permanent uncertainty
created by legitimized and institutionalized dynamism
can reproduce managerial domination (Daudigeos et al.,
2021).

In this pattern, critical competence enables actors to
mobilize the orders of worth as rhetorical resources in the
quest to maintain or reconfigure power relations, lead-
ership, and jurisdictional claims. Conventions appear in
the pattern as elements of organizational design (e.g., gov-
ernance rules) and as cultural norms that legitimize the
participation in justification of actors located within and
beyond the formal boundaries of organization.

Pattern 3: Justification and legitimacy

Pattern 3 focuses on the construction of organizational
legitimacy through justification. By engaging in publicly
conducted justification, organizations and their stake-
holders articulate the relations among interests, moral
norms, and organizational practices; define and adapt their
mutual positions; and confirm or rearrange the institu-
tional settings of organizational action. At the core of the
process for organizations is a tension between securing
legitimacy and maintaining autonomy.
In the communicative processes of public debate, actors

co-construct legitimacy, intended as a ‘continuous vari-
able [indicating] various degrees of scope and certainty’
(Reinecke et al., 2017, p. 56). Communicative ‘justification
work’ enables organizations and stakeholders to perform
‘legitimacy maintenance’ when their strategies and poli-
cies become the object of overt critique, that is, to construct
broad-based compromises that justify the organization
from plural viewpoints (Patriotta et al., 2011), re-establish
a ‘sense of worth’ among stakeholders, and prevent the
breakdown of institutional order (Ramirez, 2013). Simi-
larly, on issues such as industry regulation, skilful actors
can construct a compromise around an ambiguous notion
of ‘shared understanding’ or purpose that can ‘suture
together’ the different orders of worth to which con-
stituents refer (Cortese & Andrew, 2020, p. 472). However,
the breadth and ambiguity of compromises can also enable
industry players to escape critique and deflect change by
playing one order of worth off against others (Taupin,
2012).
In this pattern, critical competence supports actors’

reflection on interests, norms, and practices as they artic-
ulate legitimate behaviours for organizations and argue
for the maintenance or reformation of the institutional-
ized conventions (e.g., strategies, policies, regulations) that
coordinate organizations with their stakeholders.

Pattern 4: Institutional entrepreneurship

For Pattern 4, organizational action is founded on widely
diffused conventions that emerge from the narratives
propounded by ‘institutional entrepreneurs’ (McInerney,
2008, p. 1111), that is, actors who endeavour to impose
cognitive frames on the uncertainty surrounding new
industries and social movements.
For example, institutional entrepreneurs leverage ‘field-

configuring events’ such as industry conferences to pro-
mote ‘conventionalizing accounts [. . . ] i.e., narratives
about how work in a given field ought to be done [. . . ]
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anchored in moral ideologies, encapsulated in orders of
worth’ (McInerney, 2008, pp. 1090−1091). Conventional-
izing narratives, once accepted by powerful actors, define
a field’s normative standards and establish a generally
accepted viewof the opportunities, risks, and values of new
sectors, which can justify and ‘stabilize a particular orga-
nizational form’ (e.g., in terms of adopted technologies,
capital structures, and governance models) for incum-
bents and entrants seeking legitimation (Kaplan&Murray,
2010, p. 37). In radical cases of cognitive reframing, institu-
tional entrepreneurs cause ‘ontological shifts’ (e.g., meat
as a laboratory-grown artifact) that can realign multiple
orders of worth (e.g., industrial efficiency and ecological
balance) (Whelan & Gond, 2017). In some cases, the pro-
duction of conventionalizing narratives is a spontaneous
collective process. For example, by freely experimenting
with an innovation, technology specialists form ‘organiz-
ing visions’ based on different orders of worth that provide
other potential users of the innovation with a menu of
ready-made justifications for adopting it (Miranda et al.,
2015).
In this pattern, critical competence is the capacity

to envision normative and evaluative standards for new
forms of organized action. Justifications for the new stan-
dards, embodied in narratives, come to represent a field’s
conventional wisdom, that is, a reference against which
to assess the appropriateness of business and operating
models.

Pattern 5: Microfoundations of
organizational complexity

Pattern 5, like Pattern 1, looks at how organizational
coherence is achieved under conditions of normative mul-
tiplexity. However, differently from Pattern 1, in which
organizational coherence is the result of top-down design,
in Pattern 5 organizational coherence results from the
interaction between the individual agency of organiza-
tional members and institutional settings. Organizational
members use critical competence to connect institutional
settings to local conditions and justification to creatively
adapt organizational designs and practices. This view of
individual agency mediates between looking at actors
as entrepreneurial ‘transformers’ or acritical ‘reproduc-
ers’ of institutionalized norms (Pernkopf-Konhäusner,
2014).
For example, strategy formulation is theorized as a

reflective–critical activity in which ‘managers practically
construct the links between their micro-daily activities
and the macro-structures of their organizations and their
environment’ (Denis et al., 2007, p. 180). When a strategy

is implemented in systems and procedures, organiza-
tional members interpret it through justification work in
ways that can protect and stabilize, but also challenge
and deconstruct, the compromises between normative
principles embodied in the strategy (Demers & Gond,
2020). Actors continually recombine conflicting norma-
tive principles through argumentation (Anesa et al., 2022;
Islam et al., 2019; Jaumier et al., 2017) and by designing
and altering physical infrastructure, routines, and plans
so that actual behaviours correspond to multiple value
orientations (Oldenhof et al., 2014). Testing and redefin-
ing organizational arrangements is a distinctive form of
agency through which actors establish and maintain an
organization’s value orientation and identity, anchored
by specific combinations of orders of worth, even while
they modify its conventional form (Cloutier & Lang-
ley, 2017; Dansou & Langley, 2012; Gagnon & Séguin,
2010).
In this pattern, critical competence is deployed by indi-

vidual actors to arbitrate amongmultiple and often incom-
patible normative demands on daily practice. Through
situated judgments, actors devise ways of making conven-
tions of different generality and scope, namely institutional
settings on the one hand and local organization on the
other, compatible.

Pattern 6: Bottom-up organization

Pattern 6 studies how organization is constructed at the
grassroots level when conventions are absent or incom-
plete. Actors faced with practical issues identify the
normative principles in play, prioritize them or realize
compromises, and devise appropriate solutions, with little
or no support from rules, hierarchies, or control systems.
For example, in large-scale projects, participants

develop shared understandings of the interdependencies
between local work and the project’s objectives or, in
other terms, conventions they can use to justify local
decisions in terms of general ends (Gkeredakis, 2014).
In the environmentally sensitive marketing systems
that supply oil producers with special chemicals, actors
from multiple organizations realize temporary compro-
mises between the industrial, market, and ecological
order of worth; locally fill out strategies and policies;
and maintain collaborations by keeping ‘institutional
settings at arms’ length’ (Finch et al., 2017, p. 88). Human
resources management practices can be approached
as bottom-up, situationally rational, and pragmatic
responses to issues of labour management in which HR
managers and employees together deploy and hybridize
different ‘labour conventions’ (Brandl, 2022). When the
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12 GRATTAROLA et al.

autonomous construction of coordination solutions at the
grassroots level is prevented or impossible, actors may
resort to tacit or ‘discreet’ resistance to organizational
changes initiated from the top (Fronda & Moriceau,
2008).
In this pattern, critical competence enables actors

to envision new practical arrangements for coordinated
action, and justification enables them to establish new
conventions to locally complement general organizational
designs.

Pattern 7: Knowledge differentiation and
coordination

This pattern examines problems of coordination as the
result of actors’ differentiated information and knowl-
edge. What counts as relevant information for decision
making in the eyes of different actors depends on their
interests, practices and social connections (Ekbia & Evans,
2009). Here, conventions are required to select admissi-
ble information, regulate the use of differentiated forms of
knowledge, and reconcile different criteria for evaluating
organizational performance.
For example, in a fledgling derivatives market, cultural

andnormative boundaries separate the definitions of infor-
mation held by distinct groups of market participants.
This prevents commensuration—that is, the comparison
of objects according to a common metric (Espeland &
Stevens, 1998)—and efficient pricing. Absent a common
interest that could anchor a compromise, or an ‘intrusive
institutional apparatus [. . . ] and specific organizational
activities’ to construct one, the market does not take off
(Huault & Rainelli-Weiss, 2011, p. 1398). Institutionally
mandated accounting conventions such as triple bottom
line reporting, integrated reporting, and fair value account-
ing are required to promote multi-dimensional views of
corporate performance (Annisette & Richardson, 2011;
Georgiou, 2018; van Bommel, 2014). Formal structures
and policies are required to establish a political process
for pricing fair trade commodities that arbitrates among
industrial and civic evaluative principles (Reinecke, 2010).
However, when power relations condition the construc-
tion of compromises and the corresponding conventions,
some evaluative principles may dominate the ‘accounts’ of
situations and events while others are marginalized and
muted (Perkiss & Moerman, 2020).
In this pattern, critical competence allows actors to

engage with different forms of information and knowl-
edge, while justification supports the formation of con-
ventions that compromise among the interests of multiple
constituencies in decision making, in the form of either
institutional rules of the game or elements of organiza-
tional design.

Pattern 8: Normative performativity of
objects

Pattern 8 deals with the function of material, symbolic,
and representational objects—especially the devices that
anchor compromises amongmultiple orders of worth—for
coordination. Objects are powerful actants in justifica-
tion because they contribute and structure information
and perform the normative principles that guided their
designers.
For example, ideas formalized in symbols and rep-

resentations, project management policies, and material
artifacts contribute to decision making in projects, first by
constituting concrete foci of attention for actors, and then
by framing interactions according to the normative princi-
ples they embody. This occurs to the point where project
leaders ‘accept the role dictated by objects’ they designed
and promoted in a process of co-definition of ‘leader–
object couplings’ (Mailhot et al., 2016, p. 79). The semiotics
of objects (e.g., the visuals used in the communications of
agencies for the placement of refugeeworkers) can reframe
perceptions of worth (e.g., of refugees as candidates for
formal employment) by suggesting concrete contexts, syn-
thesizing multiple orders of worth, and triggering affective
responses (Bullinger et al., 2023). Technological platforms
for ride-hailing services (Mercier-Roy & Mailhot, 2019)
embody some norms (e.g., efficiency; adaptation of offer
to demand) but exclude others (e.g., the civic norms of
publicly regulated taxis), miring competing conceptions of
urban mobility services in public controversies. Complex
socio-technical developments such as artificial intelligence
may radically redefine the scope in which non-experts are
able to critique organizational action (John-Mathews et al.,
2022).
In this pattern, critical competence allows actors to

assess the correspondence between their normative ori-
entations and those embodied in objects. In addition,
justification results in choices of design, adoption or
rejection of the conventions materialized in devices and
socio-technical assemblages.

DISCUSSION: AN ECONOMIES OF
WORTH AGENDA FOR ORGANIZATION
ANDMANAGEMENT THEORY

Thus far, we have presented a broad selection of the liter-
ature and, by constructing eight distinct patterns, shown
its breadth and differentiation. However, we have done
little to make sense of the patterns’ emergence. In this sec-
tion we leverage the idea of translation to interpret the
patterns’ breadth and differentiation and consolidate our
critical assessment.
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GAINS AND LOSSES FROM THE TRANSLATION OF THE ECONOMIES OF WORTH 13

Translations: Making sense of the eight
patterns

We define translation as a movement of ideas from one
social setting to another, based on the sociology of trans-
lation (Callon, 1984; Callon & Latour, 1981) and organi-
zational studies of translation (O’Mahoney, 2016; Røvik,
2016; Wæraas & Nielsen, 2016). To approach our pat-
terns critically, three features of translation are particularly
relevant: trans-contextualization;heterogeneous translation
choices; and common interests. Translation requires ideas to
be trans-contextualized, that is, dis-embedded from their
original context, reconstructed for a target context, and
therein re-embedded (Wæraas&Nielsen, 2016). In the case
of a theory, this may involve ‘streamlining and/or modi-
fying [the] original theory in order to fit the problems or
conceptual tasks’ of the target context (Oswick et al., 2011,
p. 328). Accordingly, a critical assessment of the literature
must consider how effectively the economies ofworth have
been transported and actively adapted (i.e., reconstructed
and re-embedded) in organization and management
studies.
Trans-contextualization requires translators facing ideas

of varying ‘translatability’— complex, embedded in a con-
text and explicit to varying degrees (Røvik, 2016)—to
perform choices and trade-offs to simultaneously grasp
the essentials of idea, source context, and target con-
text. As our review shows, the economies of worth-based
literature present different choices in terms of the mean-
ings and uses of the elements of the original theory, and
hence heterogeneous translations. Heterogeneous transla-
tions can extend the reach of trans-contextualized ideas
(Røvik, 2016) and reduce the risk of biases and misunder-
standings of the source (O’Mahoney, 2016). Even so, they
may diffract the source, creating ‘confusion and ambiguity,
which may easily constitute a fertile ground for theoret-
ical drift’ (Spyridonidis et al., 2016, p. 232). Accordingly,
critically assessing our patterns requires analyzing the
gains and losses collectively accrued from heterogeneous
translations.
Translations are driven by translators’ specific interests

(Callon & Latour, 1981), in the pursuit of which ideas are
mobilized toward different loci of application and their
meaning is adapted (Wæraas & Nielsen, 2016). With plural
interests, translation becomes itself a form of compromise-
building (Thévenot, 2001a) that may require the action
of mediators deploying cultural and symbolic resources
(Yang et al., 2021). Our review shows that the eight patterns
in the literature develop different research interests and
are grounded in different, although partially overlapping,
theoretical orientations. To bring them together in an over-
all critical assessment, a compromise must be constructed,

anchored by a common interest and, as the economies of
worth suggest, an appropriate device.
We construct the common interest as the contribution

of the literature to organization and management studies,
and the device as a conceptual toolkit induced by inte-
grating across the patterns the facets of the economies
of worth’s elements highlighted by heterogeneous trans-
lations. In our view, the conceptual toolkit embodies
the collective gains that the literature offers to organiza-
tion and management studies. We also reflect on aspects
of the trans-contextualized theory that have thus far
been relatively neglected—that is, what has been lost in
translation—and make a case for corresponding theoret-
ical and methodological developments of the conceptual
toolkit.

Gains: An economies of worth-based
conceptual toolkit

Four concepts which we label critical embedding, justifi-
cation work, conventionalization, and composite situations
emerge from the integration of the eight patterns. Together
they form a toolkit that represents an effective trans-
contextualization of the economies of worth, as they build
on the original theory’s hypotheses and assumptions and
incorporate distinctive and autonomous developments.
We outline them in this subsection and turn to their
potential for research in the next.

Critical embedding

We define critical embedding as the establishment of
multiplex connections with institutional settings, cultural
norms, power relations, and the knowledge, values, and
projects of multiple communities, which ensures the nor-
mative coherence of organizational action. The concept
of action embeddedness and its cognitive, cultural, struc-
tural and political dimensions is taken from economic
sociology (Dequech, 2003; Diaz-Bone, 2018; Granovetter,
1985). We add the qualifier critical to signify that, from an
economies of worth perspective, the achievement of action
embeddedness is predicated on the exercise of critical
competence.
The idea of critical embedding is built on the substantial

empirical support for critical competence in the reviewed
literature, wherein critical competence is detected and
consistently analysed with the orders of worth grammar
in diverse phenomena, including organizational design
(Pattern 1), rhetorical action in leadership contests (Pat-
tern 2), inter-institutional, inter-organizational, and intra-
organizational normativity (Patterns 3−6), knowledge
management (Pattern 7), and technological design (Pattern

 14682370, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/ijm

r.12344 by C
ity U

niversity O
f L

ondon L
ibrary, W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [28/06/2023]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense



14 GRATTAROLA et al.

8). These phenomena involve different contexts and mul-
tiple scales of organizational action, which the exercise of
critical competence connects and renders coherent.
This suggests that, in the organizational domain, criti-

cal competence grows into a form of distributed cognition2
(Diaz-Bone, 2018; Hutchins, 1995)—that is, critical embed-
ding. Where critical competence enables individuals to
orient themselves in the normative uncertainty of their
immediate interpersonal and material situations, critical
embedding allows organizations to orient themselves in
the normative uncertainty of extensive social and tech-
nological relations. From this perspective, organizational
learning, decisions, and designs coalesce out of criti-
cal embedding over networks of situated judgments that
can straddle (e.g., in the case of global corporations)
multiple layers of politics, policymaking, strategic and
operational decisions, and engagements with civil society.
Critical embedding provides a focal point for the anal-
ysis of how organizations manage their enmeshment in
normative multiplexity and the resulting tension between
organizational autonomy and social integration.

Justification work

We define justification work (a term originally from Jagd,
2011) as the organizational practices based on justification
behaviours. By investigating and developing this con-
cept, the literature establishes justification as a practical
engagement (Schatzki, 2001; Thévenot, 2001b) integral to
organizational praxes—flows of activities that realize orga-
nizational outcomes (Jarzabkowski & Paul Spee, 2009)—
by which actors in and around organizations bring to
light, exploit, and resolve normative tensions and perform
critical embedding.
The literature sets the events of justification—clashes,

tests and accords—in concrete, organizationally relevant
situations. It also shows that justification is a practice by
tracing patterns of activities and results (e.g., Dansou &
Langley, 2012; Demers & Gond, 2020; Gond, Barin Cruz,
et al., 2016; Reinecke et al., 2017). In addition, justifica-
tion work is identified as a contributor to normatively
and operationally complex organizational praxes such as
strategic planning and implementation (Pattern 5, e.g.,
Denis et al., 2007), marketing (Pattern 6, e.g., Finch et al.,
2017), and accounting and financial reporting (Patterns 1,
7, e.g., Annisette & Richardson, 2011; Chenhall et al., 2013;
Georgiou, 2018; van Bommel, 2014).
Justification work reframes justification as a specifi-

cally organizational phenomenon that requires coordina-

2We are indebted to an anonymous reviewer for pointing out this
connection.

tion and management, absorbs resources, is affected by
organizational design, and can develop and evolve. As
a strand in organizational praxes, justification work is
expected to contribute to outcomes such as organizational
integration, decision quality, organizational learning, and
employee engagement. The scope, forms, costs and con-
tributions of justification work translate an organiza-
tion’s engagementwith normativemultiplexity in practical
terms.

Conventionalization

We define conventionalization (a label reprised from
Beamish & Biggart, 2017) as the construction, selection,
combination and replacement of conventions through jus-
tification work. The literature identifies conventionaliza-
tion in symbolic products of design such as organizational
architectures, strategic plans, financial and performance
reporting standards, brands and personnel policies (Pat-
terns 1, 3, 5−7), as well as in technical artifacts (Pattern
8), aspects of material culture, and conventional wisdom
about business and operating models in an industry (Pat-
tern 4). Conventionalization processes comprise multiple
situations in which conventions are justified, evaluated
and critiqued and which involve different constellations of
organizational and extra-organizational actors and multi-
ple issues of power (Pattern 2), legitimacy and professional
jurisdiction (Patterns 3−5) and pluralistic knowledge (Pat-
tern 7).
Conventionalization represents a symptom or sign that,

on the dimensions and criteria relevant to some stake-
holders, organizational performance passes an inflection
point, giving rise to contests on the scope and forms of
organizational action and the appropriation of results (e.g.,
when activist investors agitate for change in organizational
strategies, operations, capital structure, and governance,
either to remedy underperformance, or to capture new
opportunities). In other terms, conventionalization signals
that the ‘organizational framework’ (Eymard-Duvernay,
2002, p. 71) of coordinated action is being reinterpreted,
remade and critically re-embedded in society by altering
conventions such as organizational designs, practices, and
contracts.

Composite situations

Weuse the term composite situation to denote the complex
of interlocking situations through which conventionaliza-
tion develops. The literature indicates that in the empirical
domain of organizations the economies of worth’s concept
of situation becomes broader and articulated to reflect the
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GAINS AND LOSSES FROM THE TRANSLATION OF THE ECONOMIES OF WORTH 15

composite spatial and temporal scales of conventionaliza-
tion.
Conventionalization occurs in situations on different

spatial scales. For example, leadership contests (Pattern
2), public controversies about organizational legitimacy
(Pattern 3), and the actions of institutional entrepreneurs
(Pattern 4) address conventions with a broader scope of
applicability than practices and decision making in spe-
cific organizations (Patterns 1, 5−8) and occur in different
loci and with different actors. The system of conventions
that regulates an organization emerges from the complex
of these spatially differentiated situations (e.g., institu-
tional settings and conventionalizing accounts become
contextual elements for business models and strategies).
Moreover, situations on different scales (e.g., regulation
design and local regulation implementation) can act on
each other so that the respective conventions mutually
adjust through non-deterministic feedback mechanisms
(e.g., Anesa et al., 2022; Dahan, 2015).
Similarly, situations encompass composite temporal

scales. On a broader scale, such as long-running contro-
versies or the evolution of a fledgling industry, convention-
alization is a path-dependent development in which each
phase sets the stage for the next (Patterns 3−4, e.g., Kaplan
& Murray, 2010; Patriotta et al., 2011). At an intermediate
scale, each phase is connoted by instances of justification
work (see above). On a minimal scale, cognitive config-
urations that feed into justification work emerge from
intersubjective dynamics (e.g., Miranda et al., 2015).
Thus, conventionalization results from inter-local

and inter-temporal exchanges—that is, translations of
conventions—across composite situations. Networks
of such exchanges are the appropriate unit of anal-
ysis to capture the scope and dynamics of specific
conventionalization phenomena.

Advancing specific domains with the
conceptual toolkit

The conceptual toolkit of critical embedding, justifi-
cation work, conventionalization, and composite situa-
tions can be mobilized to approach broad and topical
research domains at the intersection of organizations,
socio-technological developments, and moral issues. We
consider three such domains that provide salient and
general illustrations (summarized in Table 2).

Reconsidering grand challenges

Grand challenges are complex problems of collective
action characterized by ‘many interactions and associa-

tions, emergent understandings and nonlinear dynamics’
as well as ‘radical uncertainty [. . . ] multiple criteria of
worth, and [. . . ] new concerns’ (Ferraro et al., 2015, p. 364).
They require coordination among institutions, organiza-
tions and pluralistic stakeholders; rules for interaction;
compromise-building processes; and distributed learning
(Ferraro et al., 2015). Given these features, a concep-
tual toolkit based on the economies of worth can help
researchers identify and analyse grand challenges.
Recently, the usefulness of the grand challenges con-

cept has been questioned on the grounds of excessive
breadth; empirical ambiguity; inconsistency of analytical
architectures; and the top-down identification of grand
challenges based on specific narratives, theoretical analo-
gies, or ex-ante selection of phenomena (Carton et al., 2023;
Seelos et al., 2022). These analytical and empirical prob-
lems are being advanced as reasons to ‘retire’ the concept
and replace it with a set of principles for organization and
management research, including urgency, broad interdis-
ciplinarity, attention to the impacts of organizations on
social systems, realism, and relevance for practice (Seelos
et al., 2022).
The conceptual toolkit based on the economies of

worth can ground the grand challenge concept empirically
and analytically through a bottom-up approach. From a
perspective based on the economies of worth, grand chal-
lenges represent nexuses of conventionalization processes
around focal issues characterized by normative multi-
plexity, extensive composite situations, critical embedding
contests for the definition and jurisdiction of uncertain
issues, and impacts on multiple organizational praxes—
notably, those of strategy—with substantial expenditures
of institutional and organizational energy (Gond, Leca,
et al., 2023). They can be analysed by focusing on the
spatial and temporal distribution of social actions they
involve and by evaluating the scope of relevant conven-
tionalization processes through specific questions: What
conventions emerge to coordinate institutions and organi-
zations? Which orders of worth are mobilized across com-
posite situations? How are grand challenges incorporated
across organizational practices and through the design of
new business models? Future studies could exploit multi-
ple data sources to address such questions, such as social
media content, conventionalmedia reports, organizational
and institutional communications, and multi-disciplinary
research findings.
The phenomenological and bottom-up approach of

such studies can meet the requirements of principle-based
research on grand challenges, namely, attention to the
interaction of organizations and social systems, broad
empirical scope, and ‘transparency about how we define
the boundaries and develop analytical scaffoldings to
translate complex social context into concrete phenomena
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for investigation’ (Seelos et al., 2022, p. 14)—without
jettisoning the concept itself.

Connecting technology-enabled social practices
and organizational design

Social practices enabled and driven by information tech-
nology increasingly impact organizations. For example,
practitioners and business media note how information
technology, by delocalizing knowledge work and pooling
technical infrastructures, redraws and blurs the bound-
aries of firms (The Economist, 2023). We suggest that
the connection between technology-enabled social prac-
tices and organizational designs is mediated by manage-
rial decisions about the relative scope and distribution
of justification and other pragmatic regimes (Thévenot,
2001b). The reviewed literature (e.g., Patterns 1, 7) shows
that organizational designs enable justification work and
conventionalization. Research could extend to the ‘neg-
ative’ spaces in which organizational designs respond
to socio-technological developments by cutting off jus-
tification work and conventionalization, replacing them
with systems and controls, or complementing them with
fuzzier forms of extra-organizational coordination, with
consequences for organizational legitimacy, learning, and
innovation.
Information technologies can modify the trade-offs of

using justification work and conventionalization for deci-
sion making, coordination, innovation, or legitimation.
For example, the use in decision making of algorithms
that are often opaque to human decisionmakers (Rahman,
2021), who may be unable to judge the appropriateness
of their logic (Aversa et al., 2018), may provide computa-
tional advantages that offset any improvements in decision
quality potentially arising from justification work. Deci-
sionsmay thus be shifted from the regime of justification to
the planned regime of established procedures and devices,
while situated judgments on the appropriateness of deci-
sions may be displaced to the remote and more abstract
contexts of algorithm design and implementation (John-
Mathews et al., 2022), and be affected by their idiosyncratic
power dynamics (Barbe et al., 2023). Future research could
focus on the location, relevance, and effectiveness of jus-
tification work in the context of technology development
and systems design.
Furthermore, if technology-enabled work

delocalization—that is, work-from-anywhere—reduces
the interactions among organizational members that
facilitate mutual control and coordination, managers may
respond by building up workflow management systems
and other controls, with similar shifts from justification
to the planned regime. Coworking, which is the conven-

ing of diverse knowledge workers in open and flexibly
configurable working spaces (another instance of work
delocalization), fosters collaboration and innovation by
affording collaborators the spatial proximity and infor-
mality (Yacoub & Haefliger, 2022) of the familiar regime.
An understudied consequence is the impact of such
practices on conventionalization, for example in the area
of intellectual property protection, including the nature
and secrecy of innovation work crossing organizational
boundaries.
As a final example, social media and social software

enable broader perspectives and participation in organiza-
tional practices ranging from mundane work to strategy
formation (Haefliger et al., 2011; Neeley & Leonardi,
2018)—for better or for worse. The accompanying expan-
sion of the scope for social evaluations of organizations
(Clemente et al., 2022) could lead to new trade-offs
between gaining wide legitimacy and enduring some
level of stigma. How can management set an acceptable
configuration of critical embedding, fix the correspond-
ing scope of justification work, and retreat from certain
engagements?

Expanding organizational ethics

The economies of worth perspective in organization and
management studies can support a revised approach to
the ethics of organizational practice, that is, ‘how [the
corporation] relates to its stakeholders, how managerial
responsibilities are defined, and what ground rules will be
used to limit and guide people’s behavior’ (Wicks & Free-
man, 1998, p. 131). A central research theme in this area
is the ethics of managerial interventions on justification
work and conventionalization and their consequences for
organizational justice. Intended as the effective capacity of
organizational members to engage in critical embedding
and influence organizational coordination and the equi-
table distribution of rewards, organizational justice is a
necessary condition for the conversion of individual cre-
ativity and effort to organizational learning (Wilkinson,
1997).
From an economies of worth perspective moral reason-

ing pervades all organizational decisions and behaviours
and is reserved for neither organizational leaders nor spe-
cial circumstances. Organizational norms result from dis-
tributed and open-ended conventionalization processes.
Critically competent organizational members mobilize
profit and efficiency—which are considered as norma-
tive principles on their own, even when they reflect
egoistic motives—as easily as other normative princi-
ples. Hence, the separation between moral/ethical and
instrumental decisions (Freeman, 1994, 2000; Goodpaster,
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1991; Sandberg, 2008), or empirical and normative anal-
yses in business ethics (Trevino & Weaver, 1994), or the
more fundamental ‘fact–value’ distinction, become radi-
cally reconsidered. Expanding prior analyses of business
ethics inspired by American pragmatism (Rosenthal &
Buchholz, 2000; Wicks & Freeman, 1998), the French
pragmatist economies of worth enable the empirical explo-
ration of organizations as producers and reproducers of
moral norms.
However, justification work and conventionalization

occur in situations and contexts that management can
design, tactically alter, and even opportunistically manip-
ulate, which raises the question of the ethical stances
of managers and other organizational entrepreneurs. For
example, organizational designs can preserve spaces for
justification work (e.g., Reinecke, 2010), but also exclude
or constrain it (e.g., Barros & Michaud, 2020; Islam et al.,
2019). Furthermore, rhetorically and technically skilful
actors can leverage organizational designs to perpetuate
a dominating position through justification work (e.g.,
Daudigeos et al., 2021; Gond, Barin Cruz, et al., 2016).
Future studies could leverage the conceptual toolkit to
explore the ‘moral background’ (Abend, 2014) of man-
agerial interventions, that is, the ethical concepts and
assumptions underlying managerial practices that enable
or undermine critical embedding, organize justification
work, orient conventionalization, and ultimately shape
organizational ethics and views of the common good.
Researchers could analyse, for example, the reflections of
practitioners in interviews, social media, and executives’
memoirs, and the views of managerial interventions held
by organizational members in various hierarchical and
functional positions. Corporate reorganizations in which
ethical guidelines, formal structures, personnel, and work
practices are the subject of concurrent and sometimes
publicly controversial changes (e.g., recent cases in tech-
nology and social media) could provide notable empirical
contexts.

Losses and developments

Reconsidering the eight translation patterns, we iden-
tified two losses in the translations of the economies
of worth, by which we mean two areas in which the
trans-contextualization of the original framework to orga-
nization and management studies requires further devel-
opment: bounded rationality and methods. We consider
these losses in translation as opportunities to consoli-
date the conceptual toolkit that translations have thus far
gained and increase its potential.

Bounded rationality

Bounded rationality is part of both the original and the
target context of the economies of worth: It is a focus of
the French economics of conventions (Eymard-Duvernay,
2002; Thévenot, 2003) and an assumption that underlies
multiple domains of organization and management the-
ory, including the Carnegie School behavioural theory of
the firm, institutional theory, and theories of political deci-
sion making (Argote & Greve, 2007). We argue that the
connections between the economies ofworth and bounded
rationality have been severed in dis-embedding the frame-
work from its original context and have not been recreated
when re-embedding it in the target context.
When rationality is referenced in the reviewed literature

it is seldom, if at all, as bounded rationality. There is also
no suggestion that critical competence may be comple-
mentary to other cognitive capacities such as procedural
rationality (Simon, 1955). Instead, the literature sometimes
refers to plural competing normative rationalities and jux-
taposes them not to bounded rationality but to a strategic,
optimizing, andmorally unconscious economic rationality.
These representations capture normative multiplexity and
pick up the critique of economic rationality from which
bounded rationality originates (Simon, 1955). However,
they also constitute terminological and conceptual drift.
We argue that an important task for the translators

of the economies of worth is to recreate the connec-
tion with bounded rationality by developing theoretical
and empirical accounts of how intersubjective behaviours,
organizational praxes, and collective decision making are
governed by a complex of procedural rationality and
critical competence. For example, the formation of con-
ventions such as strategy plans (Denis et al., 2007),
project plans (Gkeredakis, 2014), socio-material assem-
blages (Mercier-Roy & Mailhot, 2019), and accounting
formats (van Bommel, 2014) cannot be explained exclu-
sively in terms of critical competence and justification
worth. It also requires procedurally rational search and
design (see, e.g., Baumann et al., 2019; Ethiraj & Levinthal,
2004). Research into conventionalization requires an inte-
grated view of how reasons of appropriateness and reasons
of consequences blend in complex processes from which
emerge ‘normatively oriented intervention[s]’ on material
needs and constraints (Boltanski & Thévenot, 2000).

Methodological development

Methodological development in the reviewed literature
lags theoretical gains, specifically when it comes to captur-
ing the multiple scales and interconnections of composite
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situations. This represents a loss in the translation of the
economies of worth—not in the sense that something has
been left behind, but in that of limited adaptation to the
target context.
The reviewed literature has in fact considerably devel-

oped the operationalization of the orders of worth and of
justification, including semantic tests to detect the orders
of worth and identify justifications and critiques in organi-
zational discourse (Demers & Gond, 2020; Patriotta et al.,
2011), methods to pick up tests of worth as empirically
observable decisions or actions (Cloutier & Langley, 2017;
Dionne et al., 2019), and methods to capture the semi-
otics of the objects involved in justification (Bullinger et al.,
2023). But methodological development could be pushed
further to support the analysis of justification work and
conventionalization dynamics in complex contexts, across
multiple levels of analysis, over different timeframes,
and with different foci of attention (Gond, Leca, et al.,
2023). This would be important for research based on the
economies of worth in general and essential for research
topics like grand challenges, socio-technological develop-
ments, and organizational ethics. Here, the ability to scale
up analyses across broad social contexts; detect emergent
patterns and feedback loops; and relate the outcomes of
justification work to the conditions set by organizational
designs, technologies, and managerial action is critical.
Future studies could expand the range of method-

ological strategies by collecting written and verbal as
well as visual and behavioural data on situated interac-
tions; observing situations as they develop (as opposed to
reconstructing them, retrospectively); and following their
evolution over extended timeframes (Gond, Leca, et al.,
2023). Additionally, they could apply configurational—
that is, pattern-detecting—and integrating review research
(Kunisch et al., 2023) to synthesize research in multiple
contexts and situation types (e.g., on grand challenges);
computational approaches to analyse large volumes of
semantic data and extensive social networks (e.g., for social
evaluations); and simulation and experimental approaches
to examine justification work under varying contextual
conditions (e.g., algorithms, managerial interventions).

Limitations and perspectives for future
reviews

Like any review exercise (Gond, Cabantous, et al., 2016),
our analysis remains bounded by several limitations that
should now be discussed. First, our review focussed on
English articles, even though organization and manage-
ment scholars who use the economies of worth also
publish in other languages, particularly French and Ger-
man. We acknowledge that, had we included such studies
in our selection, the results of the review may have been

more differentiated or nuanced. We suggest that our crit-
ical approach be extended in future reviews to refine
our findings by developing comparative analyses of how
the economies of worth have been appropriated by orga-
nization and management scholars in various linguistic
communities.
Second, we did not examine economies of worth

studies of organization and management in sociology
and economics. Nonetheless, we have acknowledged the
pragmatic–conventionalist perspective in economic sociol-
ogy (see, e.g., Diaz-Bone, 2018; Lazega & Favereau, 2002)
by referencing specific concepts such as conventions, as
well as interests such as bounded rationality and action
embeddedness, throughout this review. We advocate a
closer rapprochement with this field in future analyses.
Third and finally, our critical approach is itself a transla-

tion of the economies ofworth, whose key featureswe have
abstracted from their original context and pressed into ser-
vice as a critical yardstick, and of the reviewed literature,
which we have assembled, categorized, interpreted, and
for which we have constructed new research avenues and
developmental tasks. Although we believe that our trans-
lations are justified for the purposes of this study, such
operations are inherently performative (Gond,Mena, et al.,
2023) and open to critique. Our hope is that our reviewing
exercise will stimulate creative appropriations of, andmul-
tiple forms of engagement with, the economies of worth in
organization andmanagement studies, notably by expand-
ing the boundaries of the field in relation to the analysis
of grand challenges, technological transformation, and
organizational ethics.

CONCLUSIONS

The economies of worth and organization and manage-
ment studies have served each other well. The original
theory has received substantial empirical support from a
wide range of applications in the target domain. Organi-
zation and management studies have gained a distinctive
perspective onmultiple organizational phenomena arising
from normative multiplexity. Even so, the translations of
the economies of worth have yet to achieve their collective
potential. By integrating them, new concepts emerge that
researchers can use to engage with increasingly important
phenomena. We advocate extensive empirical application
and further theoretical and methodological development
of the new concepts by organization and management
scholars at large.
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