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Abstract

The practice-driven perspective in organizational institutionalism has proposed that what actors say and do is
decisive for the enactment of practices in everyday situations. However, this perspective has predominantly
considered the role of doings and has disregarded the distinct role of sayings used in everyday situations. Our
theoretical argument proposes the co-constitutive coexistence of sayings and doings in the enactment of
practices that explains why and when doings inform specific sayings and why and when sayings prefigure specific
doings. Theorizing this coexistence reveals when it is that sayings bolster the reproduction and stabilization of
doings, when they contribute to change, and when sayings cannot coordinate doings because actors literally
cannot understand one another. We argue that the consideration of the coexistence of sayings and doings is
relevant for practice-driven institutionalism, as it enables the differentiation of the situated impact of doings and
sayings on the development of practices. To develop this argument, we build on insights from the embodiment
perspective within the philosophy of mind (i.e. philosophy of embodiment), which suggests that the body and
its sensorimotor states in practices play an instrumental role in cognition and language use.
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Introduction

The importance of sayings and doings in institutional processes is widely acknowledged in organi-
zational institutionalism (Scott, 2014). In particular, practice-driven institutionalism has proposed
that what actors say and do is decisive for the enactment of practices in everyday situations in
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social settings (Smets, Aristidou, & Whittington, 2017). ‘Practices’ are thus bundles of sayings —
sentences in everyday verbal activities — and doings — the everyday non-verbal activities of human
bodies — in pursuit of a specific purpose (Schatzki, 2002). ‘Social settings’ such as organizations
are orders in which practices are situated (Berger & Luckmann, 1967; Zucker, 1977).

However, because the practice-driven perspective within organizational institutionalism has pre-
dominantly studied the role of doings (Malhotra, Zietsma, Morris, & Smets, 2020; Smets &
Jarzabkowski, 2013; Smets, Jarzabkowski, Burke, & Spee, 2015; Smets, Morris, & Greenwood,
2012), the role of sayings in the enactment of practices and the coexistence of sayings and doings have
not yet been systematically theorized. This is problematic because doings and sayings hang together
and interact in practices (Schatzki, 2002). Accordingly, we aim to advance practice-driven institution-
alism by conceptualizing the relationship between sayings and doings in practices and have therefore
formulated the following guiding question: How are sayings related to doings in the enactment of
practices, and what consequences arise from this relationship? To answer our question, we theorize
the coexistence of sayings and doings in practices. Our theorization reveals why and when certain
doings inform the construction of specific sayings, why and when sayings can prefigure and maintain
doings, and why and when sayings cannot coordinate doings because actors literally cannot under-
stand one another. The coexistence of sayings and doings thus provides insight for differentiating the
situated effects of doings and sayings on the reproduction, stabilization and change of practices.

The contemporary focus on doings in practice-driven institutionalism can be understood as a reac-
tion to the contemporary treatment of language in organizational institutionalism (Phillips & Malhotra,
2017; Smets et al., 2017). In this context, the focus in organizational institutionalism has been on
bundles of content words — systems of vocabularies — that occur in sayings in discourse (Loewenstein,
Ocasio, & Jones, 2012). In this sense, in organizational institutionalism, ‘sayings’ have been limited
to discursive speech that provide and justify the definition of actors, behaviours and objects involved
in practices. However, as discourses are collections of texts that exist at the so-called field or societal
level, they are not situated within practices (Lizardo, 2020; Phillips, Lawrence, & Hardy, 2004).
Accordingly, in organizational institutionalism, doings are separated from sayings, based on the
claim that ‘institutions are externalized and objectified meanings’ (R. E. Meyer & Vaara, 2020,
p- 902). In other words, vocabularies enable the externalization of meaning in discourses and exist
detached from doings, which reside in everyday situations (J. W. Meyer & Rowan, 1977; Ocasio,
Loewenstein, & Nigam, 2015). Vocabularies in discourses may point to potential doings but are not
considered an integral part of everyday practices (R. E. Meyer & Vaara, 2020). Thus, from this per-
spective, sayings and doings do not emerge and evolve in coexistence in social settings.

As a result, the contemporary perspective on language in organizational institutionalism is of
limited use for theorizing the role of sayings in the enactment of practices in everyday situations.
From a practice-driven perspective, sayings are mundane, interactive verbal activities in everyday
situations that hang together with doings (Schatzki, 2002). In this context, sayings refer to actors’
situated use of sentences within the enactment of practices rather than discursive speech employed
to define and justify practices. Because actors typically engage in both doings and sayings to enact
practices, our theoretical approach contributes to practice-driven institutionalism by situating say-
ings within social settings and considering the coexistence of doings and sayings. To provide such
an approach, we employ insights from the embodiment perspective from the philosophy of mind
(i.e. philosophy of embodiment; Barsalou, 2008; Clark, 1997; Lakoff & Johnson, 1999).

Drawing on the philosophy of embodiment, we develop two arguments in the following sec-
tions. First, we argue that sayings in everyday situations are not symbolic in a narrow sense but are
a fusion of both the practical meaning of doings and the contentual meaning indicated by vocabu-
laries. The term ‘practical meaning’ emphasizes that even if individual doings appear trivial,
‘together they have meaning and order because of their common purpose’ (Smets et al., 2012,
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p- 879). In other words, the assembly of doings into a purposive, sensorimotor pattern imbues them
with practical meaning (Bourdieu, 1990; Schatzki, 2002). Contentual meaning, in turn, reflects
generalized knowledge about the definition of the actors and objects involved in practices (Berger
& Luckmann, 1967). Our second argument emphasizes the co-constitutive relationship of sayings
and doings, where ‘constitutive’ implies the formation of one element of practices (i.e. sayings or
doings) by the respective other element. In detail, we argue that the degree of institutionalization
— the prefiguration of practices through human coexistence in a self-enforcing material arrange-
ment — within social settings influences whether practical meaning constitutes contentual meaning
or vice versa. With our approach, we succeed in providing a more nuanced understanding of the
conditions under which sayings convey the practical meaning of established doings and accom-
pany the reproduction of mundane practices. In other words: what actors say is here linked to and
reinforces what they do. Our approach also points to the conditions under which the contentual
meaning indicated by vocabularies in sayings prefigures doings and accounts for the change and
stabilization of practices. In this case, what actors do is informed by what they say.

Conceptual Background: Doings and Sayings in Organizational
Institutionalism

Practice-driven institutionalism: doings in everyday situations

Practice-driven institutionalism focuses on the situatedness of actors’ activities within social set-
tings. This perspective has, in particular, connected the doings of actors to their experiences in the
material and social world (Bourdieu, 1990; Schatzki, 2002; Smets et al., 2017). By emphasizing
the relevance of doings for actors’ experiences, practice-driven institutionalism has brought into
focus the role of practical meaning. Practical meaning assigns a purpose to doings (Bourdieu,
1990; Schatzki, 2002; Smets et al., 2012). It arises from the bodily mediated sensorimotor experi-
ences of actors within social settings, such as organizations (Goldenstein & Walgenbach, 2021),
and enables the selection and performance of doings in response to the demands of everyday situ-
ations (Waldorff & Madsen, 2023; Malhotra et al., 2020; Smets & Jarzabkowski, 2013; Smets
et al., 2012; Zietsma & Lawrence, 2010). For example, Smets et al. (2015) found that brokers at
Lloyd’s of London intuitively know what to do to maintain the practices that ensure the continuity
of the social setting.

Practice-driven institutionalism, however, has not systematically theorized the role and nature
of sayings used within the enactment of practices (Smets et al., 2017). This neglect to consider the
role of sayings within the enactment of practices is surprising, as seminal work in practice theory
suggests that doings and sayings coexist in practices: ‘This means that the doings and sayings
composing them hang together’ (Schatzki, 2002, p. 77). We argue that practice-driven institutional-
ism can benefit from further theorizing the coexistence of doings and sayings as components of
practices. Theorizing this coexistence allows the study of the effects of the relationship of sayings
and doings on the reproduction, stabilization and change of practices. In this sense, practice-driven
institutionalism could advance its understanding of how and when sayings and doings support or
hamper the continuity or shift of practices.

Vocabularies and discourse: sayings beyond everyday situations

There is widespread agreement within organizational institutionalism that language plays an
important role in institutional processes (Cornelissen, Durand, Fiss, Lammers, & Vaara, 2015;
Phillips & Malhotra, 2017).
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First, proponents of organizational institutionalism agree that sayings reflect contentual mean-
ing — i.e. the definition of actors, behaviours and objects involved in practices — by means of
vocabularies (Loewenstein et al., 2012). The central assumption of this perspective is that bundles
of content words — systems of vocabularies — enable the externalization of meaning in discourse
(i.e. text collections; Bohn & Giimiisay, 2023; Lizardo, 2020; Loewenstein et al., 2012; R. E.
Meyer, Jancsary, Hollerer, & Boxenbaum, 2018; Ocasio, 2023; Phillips et al., 2004). The notion of
discourse implies that vocabularies carry contentual meaning in the sense of content words being
used in discourses at the so-called field or societal level to be ‘available as “guidelines” for action’
(R. E. Meyer & Vaara, 2020, p. 901). That is, the combination of content words such as ‘manage-
ment’, ‘decision’ or ‘hierarchy’ in discourse objectifies practices. Stability and change in the com-
bination of content words in turn indicate the persistence or development of contentual meaning
(Loewenstein et al., 2012; Ocasio & Joseph, 2005). The idea of externalization in discourse implies
that sayings exist beyond everyday situations (Lizardo, 2020; J. W. Meyer & Rowan, 1977; Ocasio
etal., 2015).

Second, within organizational institutionalism, there is agreement on the use of vocabularies
as discursive means (Phillips & Malhotra, 2017). The term ‘discursive means’ describes the
rhetorical use of vocabularies to either justify practices or to facilitate the externalization of
contentual meaning in discourses (Harmon, 2019; Harmon, Green, & Goodnight, 2015; J. W.
Meyer & Rowan, 1977; Ocasio et al., 2015; Phillips et al., 2004). Precisely these discursive
means have already been referred to in practice-driven institutionalism when pointing to strug-
gles among actors over practices (Waldorff & Madsen, 2023; Malhotra et al., 2020; Smets &
Jarzabkowski, 2013). The term ‘discursive means’ is also consistent with Schatzki’s (2002)
concept of general understandings that are ‘discursive formations’ and ‘may invoke or adjudi-
cate normative controversy in the proper enactment of practice, both in the sense of justifica-
tion and conventions discursively deployed’ (Welch & Warde, 2016, pp. 195-197). However,
because ‘discursive mean’ describes the use of vocabularies, employed to justify a preference
for a particular practice in discourse, it does not refer to sayings used within social settings in
the enactment of practices.

That is, contemporarily, sayings and doings have not been studied as interrelated components
within the enactment of practices (Schatzki, 2002). In other words, the focus within organizational
institutionalism, including practice-driven institutionalism, has been on a different, more general,
type of sayings, namely objectified contentual meanings in the form of vocabularies that provide
general definitions and justifications for practices (Harmon et al., 2015; J. W. Meyer & Rowan,
1977). Assigning sayings to discourses overlooks the coexistence of sayings and doings within
social settings (e.g. an organization) and does not take into account that discourses are different
from everyday verbal activities within the accomplishment of practices. That is, studying the situ-
atedness of sayings and the coexistence of sayings and doings in everyday situations takes into
account the insight that the emergence of language once helped the human species leverage its
capacity for cooperation in practices (Tomasello, 2000). As the focus in organizational institution-
alism is on vocabularies and discourse, it ignores the fact that in human cooperation, content words
are used in verbal activities in everyday situations and are embedded within the grammatical order
of sentences, which contributes to the understanding of vocabularies in practices.

To situate sayings within social settings and consider the coexistence of doings and sayings, we
draw on insights from the philosophy of embodiment (Barsalou, 2008; Clark, 1997; Lakoff &
Johnson, 1999). In the following sections, we will illustrate that sayings situated in everyday situ-
ations fuse the contentual meaning indicated by vocabularies with the practical meaning of doings
linked to the grammatical constructions used in sayings. We have therefore formulated our guiding
question more precisely: How are sayings a fusion of the contentual meaning indicated by
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vocabularies and the practical meaning of doings, and what are the consequences of this situated
fusion for the reproduction, stabilization, and change of practices?

The Philosophy of Embodiment: Meaning and the Linguistic
Nature of Sayings

Central theoretical concepts

The philosophy of embodiment posits that the body and its sensorimotor states play an instrumen-
tal role in cognition and language use (Barsalou, Santos, Simmons, & Wilson, 2008; Bergen &
Chang, 2005; Evans, 2019; Goldberg, 1995; Lakoff & Johnson, 1999; Langacker, 1987; Tomasello,
2003). With this emphasis, the philosophy of embodiment departs from the classical neo-Cartesian
perspective, which limits cognition to the processing of propositional and amodal representations
(i.e. mental models that represent an objective reality and have no explicit reference to personal
experience). From a neo-Cartesian perspective, sayings and doings have meaning because actors
have propositional and amodal representations (Johnson, 1987). However, because this perspective
failed to explain how this meaning arises from the personal ways in which actors approach and
experience the world, the central merit of the philosophy of embodiment was to show that meaning
is directly linked to the sensorimotor states of the body in social settings. That is, sayings and
doings have meaning because this meaning is directly linked to actors’ modal (i.e. bodily) and
sensorimotor experiences (Barsalou, 2008; Clark, 1997; Lakoff & Johnson, 1999).

We draw on insights from the philosophy of embodiment and the definition of practices as situ-
ated bundles of sayings and doings within social settings to introduce four theoretical constructs
required for conceptualization of the coexistence of sayings and doings. First, we explain in detail
the cognitive characteristics of the two key constructs relevant to the enactment of practices: con-
tentual meaning and practical meaning. Contentual meaning is associated with generalized knowl-
edge about what actors and objects in practices are. Practical meaning is linked to sensorimotor
experiences about #ow to act within the material and social world in pursuit of a specific purpose
(Lizardo, 2017).

Second, we explain how contentual meaning and practical meaning are related to language and
how they are fused in sayings within everyday situations to enact practices. Building on work from
the philosophy of embodiment, we argue that content words convey contentual meaning. We fur-
ther argue that grammatical constructions in sentences provide and engender practical meaning
(Bergen & Chang, 2005; Evans, 2010; Goldberg, 1995; Lakoff, 1994; Langacker, 1987). Table 1
summarizes the theoretical constructs.

Contentual meaning and practical meaning in cognition

Contentual meaning. Contentual meaning depicts generalized knowledge that is abstracted from
concrete experiences. This generalized knowledge refers to the attributes, appearances and behav-
iours of actors and objects (Berger & Luckmann, 1967; R. E. Meyer et al., 2018). Such knowledge
can originally be acquired through multiple direct experiences with actors and objects but can also
be acquired through indirect channels (e.g. textbooks, media). The process of generalization results
in contentual meaning becoming impersonal (Barsalou, 1999; Lakoff, 1994; Lizardo, 2017).
Generalization means that knowledge about actors and objects has a part-whole structure
(Evans, 2010; Langacker, 1987). For example, generalized knowledge about ‘organization’
includes knowledge about how organizations function (organizing), in what fields they operate
(types), or their societal role (actorhood). Furthermore, generalization also involves some actors
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Table I. Theoret

ical concepts.

Contentual meaning

Practical meaning

Cognition

Language

Generalized knowledge has a part-whole
structure and is detached from direct
experiences. Contentual meaning
encompasses definitions of the
attributes, appearances and behaviours
of actors and objects (‘know-what’)
Vocabularies are content words in
sayings that provide access to a

The embodiment of doings. Practical
meaning is grounded in image schemas
and is linked to the sensorimotor
experiences of actors’ when their bodies
interact with the material and social world
(‘know-how’)

Grammatical constructions engender image-
schematic meaning in sayings. Grammatical

constructions have different levels of
complexity, ranging from morphemes to
the entire gestalt of sentences and provide
the overarching structure of sayings

specific item in the part-whole
structure of generalized knowledge

potentially having more detailed knowledge about some of these aspects than they do about others,
for example, ‘how organizations function’. Such knowledge can be broadly applied to ideas of
organizing. That is, by considering its function, ‘organization’ can refer to a hierarchically struc-
tured entity, a network of individuals, or a nexus of contracts (Davis, 2009; Oberg & Walgenbach,
2008). Accordingly, the contentual meaning of ‘organization’ encompasses multiple aspects, which
may include even contradictory understandings. Figure 1 depicts an exemplary excerpt of a struc-
ture of contentual meaning for ‘organization’.

teams members manager employees agent principal
|_ network J I_ . J |_ contract J
. hierarchy .
relation relation
non-profit for-profit governmental
organization || organization agency identity goals operations
types organizing actor
organization |

Figure |. An exemplary excerpt of the part-whole structure of generalized knowledge about
‘organization’.

Practical meaning. Practical meaning is linked to doings (i.e. non-verbal [human-] bodily activities)
in everyday situations and thus to actors’ multimodal sensorimotor experiences — visual, haptic,
auditory, motor and vestibular (Barsalou, 2008; Clark, 1997; Lakoff & Johnson, 1999) — when
(inter)acting within the material and social world (Bourdieu, 1990; Schatzki, 2002). For example,
to accomplish regularly occurring daily tasks within an organization, actors must undergo identical
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interactions in identical spatial and material setups, and use identical material objects in the same
way. Practical meaning denotes that individual doings achieve order in these interactions as a result
of their common purpose (Smets et al., 2012). The order of doings is inherently meaningful because
sequences of sensorimotor experiences provide actors an intuitive understanding of everyday situ-
ations and what constitutes appropriate doings (i.e. an intuitive understanding of sow to act) in
those situations (Bourdieu, 1990; Clark, 1997; Lizardo, 2007; Smets et al., 2012; Weik, 2019).

The body is essential for the intuitive understanding and enactment of doings. That is, actors’
embodied ‘motor- or perceptual-cognitive skills’ (Schatzki, 2002, p. 81), which Bourdieu (1990,
p. 69) refers to as “‘motor schemes’, provide actors a perceptual and motor-schematic orientation as
a ready-made means for employing the body in doings to pursue a specific purpose. Accordingly,
motor- and perceptual-cognitive skills involve schemes of ‘knowing how to x” and ‘knowing how
to prompt as well as to respond to x-ings’ (Schatzki, 2002, p. 77). The sensorimotor experience of
one’s own body and movements, as well as the movements of others in the material and social
world, has empirically proven to be critical for the intuitive understanding of individual intentions,
motivations behind behaviour, and the means used to accomplish certain purposes (Tomasello,
2000; Tomasello, Carpenter, Call, Behne, & Moll, 2005). Lizardo (2007, p. 336) states: ‘Goals and
strategies are not locked inside the head of the actor but are immanent in the organism-object and
organism-organism relations made possible in a given field of striving.” Because practical meaning
is linked to recurring sensorimotor experiences in everyday situations, actors’ motor- and percep-
tual-cognitive skills provide the impetus for the reproduction of doings (Bourdieu, 1990;
Goldenstein & Walgenbach, 2020, 2021; Lizardo, 2017). The impetus for the reproduction of
doings reflects the ‘taken-for-granted assumptions about activities and interactions’ (Barley &
Tolbert, 1997, p. 97) in practices. In other words, practical meaning imbues doings with harmony
and rhythm (Weik, 2019), which can be ‘best illustrated by homeostatic processes that come
together in a manner that allows them to feed off and perpetuate each other, creating a dynamic but
stable system’ (Weik, 2019, p. 327). In this sense, practical meaning is inscribed in motor- and
perceptual-cognitive skills — ‘located in the actual physical soma of the human body’ (Lizardo,
2007, p. 323) — and is essential for actors in coping with the demands of social settings (Smets,
Jarzabkowski, et al., 2015; Smets, Morris, & Greenwood, 2012).

To specify the embodied nature of actors’ motor- and perceptual-cognitive skills, we rely on
image schemas as a central concept from the philosophy of embodiment. Despite the existence of
literature reviews (e.g. Evans, 2019; Gibbs & Colston, 1995; Hampe, 2005; Mandler & Pagan
Cénovas, 2014), there is no comprehensive encyclopedic compendium covering all image schemas
discussed in the literature. The reason for this is that image schemas are linked to multimodal sen-
sorimotor experiences, which must be studied and described in detail in the literature to document
their cognitive reality. We have ensured that our illustrations of the practical meaning of doings that
follow refer to sensorimotor experiences that have been shown to be linked to the image schemas
we mention in these illustrations (the image schemas referred to in this manuscript appear in small
caps and are drawn from Cienki, 1998; Clausner & Croft, 1999; Evans, 2019; Gibbs & Colston,
1995; Goldberg, 1995, 2006; Hampe, 2005; Johnson, 1987; Lakoff, 1994; Lakoff & Johnson,
1999; Langacker, 1987, 2002; Mandler, 2004; Mandler & Pagan Cénovas, 2014; Rohrer, 2005;
Schubert, 2005; Sweetser, 1984; Talmy, 1988, 2000). Image schemas are essential because they
help to explain how it is that actors are able to intuitively understand everyday situations and why
practical meaning provides the impetus for appropriate doings. Image schemas have already been
addressed in previous sociological research and organizational studies (Goldenstein & Walgenbach,
2021; Ignatow, 2007; Lizardo, 2007; Wood, Stoltz, Van Ness, & Taylor, 2018).!

In more detail, image schemas are body-related descriptions of perceptual information based on
sensorimotor experiences (Johnson, 1987). Image schemas are directly grounded in sensorimotor
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experiences within the material arrangements of social settings — they are linked to the bodily
mediated ways in which actors manipulate objects or other actors, or how they themselves are
manipulated by others, orient themselves in time and space, and direct their perceptual and motoric
focus to accomplish their doings (Gibbs & Colston, 1995; Johnson, 1987; Lakoff, 1994). In this
sense, image schemas are a significant factor for ‘experience at the level of bodily perception and
movement’ (Gibbs & Colston, 1995, p. 379). Each image schema is a body-related description of
perceptual information in the context of specific and similar types of sensorimotor experiences
(Mandler, 2004). For example, the image schema ‘CONTAINER’ is more than just a reference to a
three-dimensional object. It is linked to a particular configuration of the world and potential doings
in this world, in which one or more entities are made covert by another entity within which they
are contained. A ‘CONTAINER’, for instance, correlates with the experiences of employees that the
decision-making processes of managers generally remain invisible because they take place behind
the closed doors of meeting rooms. Similarly, the image schema ‘space’ in this context is more than
a spatio-geometric description of the physical environment. It is linked to spatial arrangements of
physical and perceptible entities, especially human bodies, within a given situation. ‘Space’ embod-
ies employees’ experience of ‘VERTICALITY’, namely that crucial decisions are usually made in
meeting rooms on the top floors of buildings and are subsequently implemented at the bottom
levels. The image schema ‘FORCE’, in turn, is linked to sensorimotor experiences of acting or being
acted upon by entities. ‘FORCE’, for instance, embodies what employees experience when they are
sanctioned for their behaviour.

Image schemas explain why exposure to social settings directly and durably shapes the motor-
and perceptual-cognitive skills of actors within those settings (Bourdieu, 1990; Schatzki, 2002). In
this sense, image schemas are linked to practical meaning because, first and foremost, they are
grounded in perceptual and bodily interactions with the material and social world and provide the
perceptual and motoric basis for doings: Image schemas enable actors to mentally and physically
(re)enact doings pertaining to their own body (Rohrer, 2005; Zlatev, 2005). Bourdieu (1990, p. 69)
states that practical meaning, or ‘social necessity turned into nature, converted into motor schemes
and body automatisms’, is what results in practice. Image schemas thus engender the body-centred
description of social settings keyed to the relationship between everyday situations and the doings
usually applied in these settings (Gallese & Lakoft, 2005). Image schemas function as an ‘associa-
tive engine and pattern-completion system’ (Clark, 1997, p. 67) in the sense that they allow actors
to understand and perform doings (Bourdieu, 1990) by intuitively ‘knowing how to X’ in everyday
situations (Schatzki, 2002, p. 77). In a review of the empirical evidence in this context, Lizardo
(2007) concludes ‘that motor schemes can acquire a “practical logic™? derived from their endemic
diachronic juxtaposition in recurrent situations’. More recently, Lizardo and Stand (2010) have
made it clear that when referring to practice theories and the embodiment of motor- and perceptual-
cognitive skills, ‘the practice account is consistent with recent proposals in cognitive science to the
effect that the building blocks of culture are [. . .] cognitive models built from “image-schemas”
(Johnson, 1987)’. In this sense, ‘image schemas can generally be defined as dynamic analog rep-
resentations of spatial relations and movements in space’ (Gibbs & Colston, 1995, p. 349). This
statement is consistent with Goldenstein and Walgenbach’s (2021, p. 4) conclusion that the learn-
ing of appropriate doings within social settings involves the sharing of ‘image-schematic represen-
tations of situationally dependent praxes’.

Practical meaning involves sequences of multiple sensorimotor experiences and, accordingly,
involves patterns of image schemas that provide actors an intuitive understanding of everyday
situations and allow them to comprehend the internal structure of doings in everyday situations
and enact appropriate doings (Gibbs & Colston, 1995; Mandler & Pagan Céanovas, 2014). That
is, the situated patterns of image schemas modify actors’ abilities to perceive and act — situated



Goldenstein and Walgenbach 1381

patterns of image schemas contribute to actors’ motor- and perceptual-cognitive skills (Bourdieu,
1990; Lizardo, 2007). This argument is further supported by findings that doings are directly
perceived to be meaningful because the same brain areas responsible for the intuitive under-
standing of doings are also responsible for their enactment (Barsalou, 2003; Chapman &
Anderson, 2013; Gallese, 2006; Gallese & Lakoff, 2005; Glenberg, 1997; Rizzolatti & Craighero,
2004; Rohrer, 2005; Zlatev, 2005).

In what follows, we illustrate one way in which the practical meaning of doings is linked to
sensorimotor experiences. In this context, we describe how a pattern of image schemas provides
actors an intuitive understanding of everyday situations and doings. To this end, we refer to the
sensorimotor experiences that employees regularly undergo related to decision-making processes
in hierarchically organized organizations. These experiences are linked to patterns of image sche-
mas that suggest appropriate doings and the avoidance of specific doings by mirroring the way in
which hierarchical decision-making is practised.

In general, in this context, doings in everyday situations involve image schemas that are linked
to ‘CAUSED-MOTION’, that is, actors set a process in motion, and (un-)animated entities are set in
motion. In this sense, some actors are active, initiating the decision-making process and having an
influence on the decision (‘AGENT’), while other entities are passive, awaiting decisions, receiving
and being affected by the product (‘THING”) of the decision-making process (making each of these
entities a ‘RECIPIENT’). Any entity not involved in the decision-making process but still affected by
it is a ‘PATIENT . Please note that an ‘AGENT’ can be an identifiable person or an assembly of identifi-
able actors. From an image-schematic perspective, an identifiable person is labelled with a count-
able noun (e.g. a manager) and linked to the image schema ‘count’. This image schema is also at
work when the person can be identified from an assembly of entities (‘COLLECTION’ image schema).
In contrast, an anonymous, uniform collectivity is labelled with a mass noun (e.g. the management)
and represented with the image schema ‘mass’.

From a spatial perspective (‘SPACE’, ‘VERTICALITY ), this relationship is reinforced by the particu-
larity of hierarchical decision-making processes taking place behind closed doors (‘CONTAINER’) on
the top floor. From the perspective of employees not involved in the decision-making process
(‘PATIENT’), managers make decisions within meeting rooms, that is, inside the walls of a ‘con-
TAINER’, while regular employees are excluded (‘IN-out’) from that ‘coNTAINER’. In this sense, a
decision (‘THING’) is inserted from the outside into (‘IN-oUT”) another given ‘CONTAINER’, i.e. into the
corporation or specific department (i.e. the ‘RECIPIENT’). From a procedural perspective, the image
schema of ‘ProcEss’ is linked to the experience that decisions (‘THING’) are products that emerge
along a ‘paTH’ and ultimately change the nature of the situation (‘PATH-GoAL’). However, in hierar-
chically organized corporations, employees are typically not very well-informed about how deci-
sions happen; instead they regularly experience decisions as final products after the decision-making
process has ended (i.e. focus on the ‘END oF paTH’ and ‘PROXIMITY’). From the perspective of space
(“spack”) and force (‘FORCE’), decisions in hierarchically organized corporations are regularly made
in two types of top-down ways, both of which ground the ‘VERTICALITY’ image schema in an ‘up-
powN’ directionality: decisions are usually made in meeting rooms on the top floors of buildings
and are then implemented at the lower levels (‘VErTICALITY’). In addition, final decisions are
imposed on employees without their consent (‘up-powN’). In this context, decision-making refers
to the sensorimotor experiences of employees whose needs carry little weight in decision-making
processes, giving rise to the image schema of ‘IMBALANCE’ in hierarchically organized corporations.
Finally, because decisions impose obligations on employees, they are linked to the experience of
‘FORCE’. More specifically, the image schema ‘compuLsion’ reflects the force released by decisions.
In this sense, employees are expected to implement decisions (‘coMpULSION’), and management has
the power to enforce the implementation of its decisions (‘REMOVAL OF A RESTRAINT” image schema).
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Contentual meaning and practical meaning in sayings: content words and
grammatical constructions

Language in the philosophy of embodiment. A prominent stream in the philosophy of embodiment
takes a usage-based perspective on language. This perspective suggests that the usage of sayings is
based on the same general mechanisms and processes as all other aspects of human cognition, most
of which require only limited processing resources. In the same context, the philosophy of embodi-
ment points to sayings as a cooperative effort to collaborate in accomplishing tasks within a spe-
cific community of practice (Croft, 2009). Accordingly, the usage-based perspective proposes that
the acquisition, comprehension and production of language are connected to recurring sensorimo-
tor experiences (Bybee, 2010; Evans, 2019; Langacker, 1987; Tomasello, 2003).

The usage-based perspective suggests that sayings consist of content words and grammatical
constructions (Bergen & Chang, 2005; Evans, 2010; Goldberg, 1995; Langacker, 1987; Talmy,
2000). Content words (e.g. nouns) point to contentual meaning about actors or objects in the mate-
rial and social world.* Grammatical constructions provide the structure of sentences, which engen-
der practical meaning (Bergen & Chang, 2005; Evans, 2010; Goldberg, 1995; Langacker, 2002).
Grammatical constructions may have different levels of complexity, ranging from morphemes to
the entire gestalt of sentences. That is, morphemes (e.g. -ed in ‘managed’ and -s in ‘managers’),
prepositional and modal phrases (e.g. into in ‘into the corporation’ and must in ‘must implement’),
and the entire, yet abstract, gestalt of sentences (e.g. the structure of ditransitive sentences [X
causes Y to receive Z]) ‘themselves carry meaning, independently of the [content] words in the
sentence’ (Goldberg, 1995, p. 1). We use two short example sentences to provide an intuitive idea
as to why and how the gestalt of sentences (e.g. ditransitive sentence) has image-schematic mean-
ing: ‘The manager gave the employee the order.” The sentence has the image-schematic meaning
of ‘TRANSFER’ (i.e. X causes Y to receive Z). The second example sentence reads: ‘The manager
yelled the employee the order.” Replacing the transitive verb ‘gave’ with the non-transitive verb
‘yelled’ still yields a meaningful sensorimotor experience because the image-schematic meaning
of ‘TransFER’ does not depend on the concrete verb. To be clear, content words and grammatical
constructions are not separate linguistic units. They overlap because content words become part of
grammatical constructions in sayings. The main point here is that content words and grammatical
constructions point to different kinds of meaning. As we will illustrate below in detail, grammatical
constructions engender image-schematic meaning related to sensorimotor experiences in sayings
beyond the content words involved (Bergen & Chang, 2005; Evans, 2010). The philosophy of
embodiment thus rejects the well-known distinction between content words that provide meaning
and morphosyntax (i.e. abstract rules about syntax that are independent from sensorimotor experi-
ences) that does not (Evans, 2019).

On the contrary, the usage-based perspective on language suggests that the image-schematic
meaning provided by grammatical constructions significantly influences the understanding of con-
tent words (Bergen, 2012; Bergen & Chang, 2005; Evans, 2010). Accordingly, the meaning con-
veyed by sayings arises from the fusion of grammatical constructions and content words (Evans,
2010). In other words, grammatical constructions motivate a particular understanding of these
content words (Bergen & Chang, 2005). Proponents of the usage-based perspective take sentences
as discrete units of analysis. They consider them to be embedded in everyday situations within a
specific social setting for the enactment of practices (Evans, 2019). Note that several approaches
to grammar exist within the philosophy of embodiment. The most prominent approaches are
Langacker’s (1987) cognitive grammar and Goldberg’s (1995) construction grammar. In our paper,
we build on Evans’ (2010) theory of lexical concepts and cognitive models (LCCM), which com-
bines the insights of cognitive grammar and construction grammar and links them to what the
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author terms ‘access semantics’ (Evans, 2019) and what we call the fusion of contentual meaning
and practical meaning in sayings.

Contentual meaning and content words. Contentual meaning is linguistically conveyed in sayings
by content words, that is, vocabularies (Bohn & Giimiisay, 2023; Loewenstein et al., 2012; Ocasio
& Joseph, 2005). For example, sentences referring to decision-making within organizations are
likely to include content words such as ‘management’, ‘organizing’, ‘corporation’ or ‘employ-
ees’. In the sections that follow, we will use three example sentences to analyse sayings and con-
tent words in more depth. As contentual meaning refers to a body of generalized knowledge
regarding the attributes, appearances and behaviours of actors and objects, content words are
subject to a considerable degree of ambiguity. For example, the noun ‘organization’ could refer to
types of organizations (e.g. corporations or non-profit organizations). It can also be understood as
either describing a hierarchy that uses division of labour and serves purposes detached from the
interest of individuals or a network that draws on self-management and the limited use of formal
rules (Oberg & Walgenbach, 2008).

Practical meaning and grammatical constructions. In line with the philosophy of embodiment, we
suggest that grammatical constructions provide the structure of sayings and engender practical
meaning. The understanding and learning of grammatical constructions involves recurring senso-
rimotor experiences and, thus, the bodily mediated, body-centred description of social settings
through patterns of image schemas (Bergen & Chang, 2005; Evans, 2019). The underpinning of
grammatical constructions by image schemas explains why grammatical constructions (re)induce
sensorimotor experiences when actors listen to or articulate sayings. That is, listening to or articu-
lating grammatical constructions induces similar sensorimotor experiences that were or would
have been made during doings in everyday situations (Bergen & Chang, 2005; Evans, 2010;
Zwaan, 2004). As image schemas underpin grammatical constructions, grammatical constructions
engender practical meaning at ‘a level of schematic representation directly encoded by language’
(Evans, 2019, p. 469). This argument is supported by studies that reveal grammatical constructions
to be cognitively processed in their entirety, as are patterns of image schemas (Barsalou et al.,
2008; Goldberg, 1995; Langacker, 1987). The relevance of image schemas is further underscored
by studies suggesting that grammatical constructions in sayings indeed allow actors to unwittingly
simulate sensorimotor experiences (Barsalou et al., 2008; Bergen & Chang, 2005; Gallese &
Lakoff, 2005; Taylor & Zwaan, 2009; Zlatev, 2005). The term ‘simulation’ implies that grammati-
cal constructions immediately engender the practical meaning of doings. Empirical findings also
show that children first acquire grammatical constructions (e.g. verb-prepositional phrases [‘move
into’]) that refer to bodily movements and then use these grammatical constructions to infer the
(unknown) meaning of content words (Barsalou, 2008; Glenberg & Kaschak, 2002; Tomasello,
2003). We will illustrate how grammatical constructions engender sensorimotor experiences in
sayings by referring to the same image schemas introduced above.

As outlined above, a grammatical construction can be the abstract gestalt of an entire sentence.
We will use the following example sentence to illustrate how image schemas underpin grammati-
cal constructions: ‘We, the management, have introduced post-bureaucratic organizing in the cor-
poration, which employees must implement.” This sentence is basically a ‘CAUSED-MOTION’
construction. This grammatical construction is based on the image-schematic pattern of ‘PROCESS’
within which an ‘AGENT’ (‘we”) ‘FORCES’ a ‘RECIPIENT’ (‘corporation’) to undergo a change of state
(‘PaTH-GOAL’). Other grammatical constructions further elaborate this schematic meaning of the
‘CAUSED-MOTION’ construction, as we will illustrate in what follows. Grammatical constructions
usually expand to the phrase level. The nominal construction ‘we, the management’ is additionally
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linked to the ‘mMass’ image schema, as it denotes a uniform collective capable of initiating activities,
rather than an assembly of individual, i.e. identifiable, persons. ‘Post-bureaucratic organizing’ in
turn is a grammatical construction consisting of an adjective and the nominalized verb ‘organize’
as well as the morpheme ‘-ing’. This grammatical construction is grounded on the image schemas
of ‘TYPE’ (‘post-bureaucratic’) and ‘PROCESS’ (‘to organize’) as well as the image schema ‘paTH’ (‘-
ing’ suggesting that a specific ‘TYPE’ of ‘PROCESS’ is ongoing). In contrast, the grammatical con-
struction ‘have introduced’ is linked to the image schemas ‘PrROXIMITY’ and ‘END OF PATH’ as the
auxiliary verb ‘have’ and the morpheme ‘-ed’ indicate that a ‘PROCEss’ has been completed rather
recently. Additionally, the verb ‘to introduce’ includes the image-schematic notion of ‘iN-out’
(‘in’) and implies that something was inserted into a ‘CONTAINER’. The prepositional construction
‘in the corporation’ in turn is associated with the image schema of ‘iN-out’ (“in’) and, thus, within
the prepositional construction, the ‘RECIPIENT’ (‘corporation’) becomes further elaborated with the
image schema of ‘conTAINER’. Finally, the dependent clause ‘which employees must implement’ is
added to the ‘cAUSED-MOTION’ construction and elaborates ‘organizing’. The modal verb construc-
tion ‘must implement’ is associated with the image schemas of ‘PROCEsS’ (‘fo implement’) that is
enforced with ‘compULSION’ (‘must’), whereas the ‘employees’ are the ‘PATIENT’ of this ‘PROCESS’. In
other words, the dependent clause suggests that the process set in motion changes the corporation
(the image-schematic pattern of the main clause) and that employees play a subordinate role in this
context (‘VERTICALITY).

Our example illustrates that grammatical constructions infuse image-schematic meaning into
sayings that induce the same sensorimotor and bodily mediated experiences that actors undergo
when acquiring practical meaning (Bergen, 2012; Evans, 2019; Gallese & Lakoff, 2005;
Langacker, 2002). In this sense, the usage-based perspective on language posits that grammati-
cal constructions in sayings can (re)induce actors’ sensorimotor experiences. In other words,
upon hearing our example sentence, actors who have acquired practical meaning identical or
similar to hierarchal decision-making in organizations will mentally go through the same bodily
mediated doings linked to that practical meaning (Bergen & Chang, 2005; Evans, 2010; Taylor
& Zwaan, 2009; Zwaan, 2004). This argument is supported by findings suggesting that the same
brain areas responsible for enacting doings become activated by neuronal processes when the
grammatical constructions in sayings encode these practical meanings (Barsalou, 2003; Barsalou
et al., 2008; Bergen, 2012; Evans, 2010; Gallese & Lakoff, 2005; Glenberg & Kaschak, 2002;
Rohrer, 2005). In the words of Zwaan (2004, p. 36): ‘language is a set of cues to the compre-
hender to construct an experiential (perception plus action) simulation of the described situa-
tion’. Consequently, the philosophy of embodiment points to the importance of considering
sayings beyond content words.

The Co-Constitutive Relationship Between Sayings and Doings

The degree of institutionalization of social settings

The philosophy of embodiment points to the interrelation of content words and grammatical con-
structions in sayings. According to this perspective, the understanding of sayings thus involves
actors mentally fusing sensorimotor experiences (i.e. practical meaning) with generalized knowl-
edge pointed to by vocabularies (i.e. contentual meaning) during mundane verbal activities.
Grammatical constructions, here, engender understandings of Zow doings proceed within a social
setting, whereas content words point to what (e.g. actors, objects) is specifically involved in doings
(Barsalou et al., 2008; Evans, 2010; Taylor & Zwaan, 2009). The formation of sayings can be initi-
ated by either contentual meaning or practical meaning (Evans, 2019).
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To understand whether the practical meaning of grammatical constructions constitutes the conten-
tual meaning of vocabularies or vice versa, it is necessary to take the social setting itself into considera-
tion. To this end, we again draw on the philosophy of embodiment (Barsalou, 2008; Clark, 1997,
Lakoff & Johnson, 1999) and organizational institutionalism and theorize the role of institutionaliza-
tion within this context (Lizardo, 2020). We refer to institutionalization as the degree to which prac-
tices are prefigured (i.e. imbued with meaning) through human coexistence in a self-enforcing material
arrangement in social settings. Prefiguration thus describes the degree to which practices appear as
inevitable, meaningful facts (J. W. Meyer & Rowan, 1977; Thornton, Ocasio, & Lounsbury, 2012) and
are maintained in a ‘repetitively activated activity sequence’ (Jepperson, 1991, p. 145).

This definition of institutionalization is based upon recent work in organizational institutional-
ism, which suggests that practices reside both within social settings and within actors. Practices get
into social settings through material arrangements and get info actors through meaning-construc-
tion (Lizardo, 2020). In this sense, this work combines so-called state and process approaches of
institutionalization. State approaches focus on practices as exogenous facts for actors (J. W. Meyer
& Rowan, 1977; Thornton et al., 2012). Process approaches in turn emphasize the establishment of
practices as a process of meaning-construction (Berger & Luckmann, 1967; Jepperson, 1991).
However, state and process approaches have neglected to specify what in the context of practices
is institutionalized where, namely exogenous facts in material arrangements in social settings and
meanings in actors (Lizardo, 2020). Due to this specification, this recent work in organizational
institutionalism is well suited to describing the interrelation between material arrangements and
meaning, which we will do below.

Social settings (e.g. an organization) are characterized by human coexistence within material
arrangements (Schatzki, 2002). Human coexistence denotes that actors perceive themselves as
meaningfully interrelated with other actors in an everyday situation and that any change results in a
new situation for each actor (e.g. the implementation of a new way of organizing). In this sense,
contentual meaning and practical meaning are interwoven into human coexistence in material
arrangements. Materiality structures human activities and triggers ‘socio-somatic reactions that are
not cognitively verbalized and are often entirely sensory and perceptive’ (Eisenman & Frenkel,
2021, p. 12). This notion of material arrangements is maximal in that it includes the physical and
spatial arrangements of all kinds of perceptible objects, architectures and buildings, tools and tech-
nologies, documents and, especially, the human body (de Vaujany, Adrot, Boxenbaum, & Leca,
2019; Lizardo, 2020; Malafouris, 2013). In other words, we define material arrangements as body-
in-material-context. Human coexistence in social settings thus transpires as an interaction between
actors’ bodies and the materiality of the setting. ‘Instead of attributing agency to humans alone
(often an heroic individual), actions are now conceived as the outcome of objects as well, or even
better, as stemming from inter-action between humans and objects’ (Zilber, 2018, p. 69). In line with
the philosophy of embodiment, motor- and perceptual-cognitive skills (Bourdieu, 1990; Schatzki,
2002) thus enable actors to enact practices by relying on the sensorimotor clues within their material
environment (Clark, 1997). We suggest that the coexistence of actors within material arrangements
provides the domains that enable and/or constrain specific and recurring sensorimotor experiences
(Barsalou, 2008; Clark, 1997; Lakoff & Johnson, 1999). Materiality is not the only stimulus for
recurring sensorimotor experiences — human activity also (re)creates material arrangements that
reify and enable these sensorimotor experiences in the first place (Clark, 1997; Schubert, 2005). The
coexistence of actors, combined with materiality, defines what actors perceive, how practices come
about, and how these can be carried out (Goldenstein & Walgenbach, 2020; Hollerer, Daudigeos, &
Jancsary, 2017; Wood et al., 2018). Social settings thus constrain actors’ sensory and motoric per-
ceptions of acting on objects, arrangements of objects and bodies, and their experience of temporal-
ity (Barsalou, 2003; Eisenman & Frenkel, 2021; Gieryn, 2002).
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In this paper, we broadly consider two ideal-typical conditions of social settings that are important
for the co-constitutive relationship of sayings and doings: a high and a low degree of institutionaliza-
tion. A high degree of institutionalization is characterized by the experience of a stable material
arrangement that enables recurring sensorimotor experiences and, thus, a reliable understanding of
space and temporality. It is important to note that even the most stable material arrangements do not
determine practices (Schatzki, 2002, p. 24), but make some courses of practice appear more reasonable
and feasible than others (Bourdieu, 1990; Schatzki, 2002; Zilber, 2018; Zucker, 1977). A high degree
of institutionalization thus increases the likelihood that essentially identical interactions will repeatedly
take place in identical situations, using the identical materiality in an identical way. Such social settings
provide actors with an unambiguous, taken-for-granted and predictable bodily experience (Barley &
Tolbert, 1997; Goldenstein & Walgenbach, 2020; Weik, 2019). For example, from studying the social
setting of Lloyd’s of London, Smets et al. (2015) suggest that the setting’s high degree of institutionali-
zation allows actors to interact smoothly, even in light of conflicting-yet-complementary cooperative
and competitive practices. This does not imply that change is impossible but that contemporary doings
are perceived to be more appropriate and more intelligible than other available alternatives (Schatzki,
2002). In other words, change is more likely to be a subtle adaptation of doings in response to everyday
demands (Smets & Jarzabkowski, 2013; Smets et al., 2012). In this sense, recurring bodily mediated
experiences within social settings enable the emergence of a common practical meaning among actors
(Bourdieu, 1990; Lizardo & Strand, 2010; Schatzki, 2002).

In contrast, a low degree of institutionalization is characterized by the experience of flux in the
material arrangement and the usage of materiality. This experience of flux can result, for example,
from organizational adaptations to exogenous events (Clemens & Cook, 1999) or contradictions
arising from internal organizational change (Reay & Hinings, 2005; Smets et al., 2012). Exogenous
events and organizational change typically lead to changes in human coexistence and the way
actors interact as well as how they create and use materiality. A low degree of institutionalization
induces ambiguity in sensorimotor experiences and, thus, provides a less marked understanding of
space and temporality. This ambiguity makes multiple and conflicting courses of practices likely
(Reay & Hinings, 2005; Thornton et al., 2012). Creative thinking and (potentially) conflicting
actions characterize social settings of this kind (Lizardo & Strand, 2010). This does not imply that
practices change permanently and erratically, but that doings lack the status of intelligibility and
self-evidence (Schatzki, 2002). In this sense, due to the subjectivity of actors, social settings with
a low degree of institutionalization hamper the development of a common practical meaning.

Sayings within social settings with a high degree of institutionalization

In highly institutionalized social settings, the stability of practices is ensured by a common practi-
cal meaning among actors that allows the unimpeded enactment of doings without much cognitive
effort (Bourdieu, 1990; Goldenstein & Walgenbach, 2021; Lizardo, 2017; Weik, 2019). We argue
that sayings within highly institutionalized social settings are structured by grammatical construc-
tions that engender the practical meaning linked to the regular doings within these settings.
Grammatical constructions do so because they are underpinned by the same pattern of image sche-
mas on which the practical meaning of doings in these settings is grounded. These grammatical
constructions in turn inform the specific contentual meaning of vocabularies in sayings. Put more
simply, because actors share a common practical meaning of doings in highly institutionalized
social settings, this practical meaning is reinforced by grammatical constructions in sayings and
constitutes the understanding of vocabularies (see Figure 2). In this sense, sayings tend to bolster
doings by mentally reinforcing the same sensorimotor experiences of actors (Barsalou, 2003;
Evans, 2010; Taylor & Zwaan, 2009).



Goldenstein and Walgenbach 1387

Integration in sayings
Language

Content words Grammatical constructions

Cognition Contentual meaning Practical.meaning

Fusion of meaning

Figure 2. The constitution of contentual meaning by practical meaning.

Grammatical constructions in sentences thus have a control function (Barsalou et al., 2008;
Goldberg, 2006). They lay the groundwork for the specific contentual meaning of the vocabularies
in the same sentences (Evans, 2010). Research has shown that in unambiguous settings, the brain
areas responsible for comprehending grammatical constructions become activated earlier than the
brain areas responsible for selecting the specific contentual meaning of vocabularies (Barsalou
et al., 2008). For example, in a study of how actors subjectively perceive a known setting, Bergen
(2012, p. 114) found that ‘grammar is acting as the director’ and strongly guides the actors’ percep-
tions. Similarly, other studies have found that actors approximate the contentual meaning of vocab-
ularies according to the pattern of grammatical constructions in sayings. This research has
underscored this important relationship by showing that actors can even acquire an understanding
of fictional content words when they are embedded in grammatical constructions (Glenberg &
Kaschak, 2002; Tomasello, 2003).

We will illustrate our argument based on the same example sentence we used when discussing
grammatical constructions and practical meaning. However, this time, we will use it to illustrate
how grammatical constructions inform the contentual meaning of the vocabularies in this sentence.
It is conceivable that this sentence could be used by a manager at an employee meeting to announce
an impending organizational change: ‘We, the management, have introduced post-bureaucratic
organizing in the corporation, which employees must implement.’ In highly institutionalized set-
tings, because sayings reinforce the practical meaning of doings, sayings are arranged around
grammatical constructions that engender this practical meaning. Building on the previous sections,
Table 2 recapitulates the facets of practical meaning implied in the grammatical constructions
found in the example sentence provided.

In this example sentence, the grammatical constructions point to the contentual meaning of
‘management’ as a uniform collective (‘MAss’) that has initiated a process (‘CAUSED-MOTION’),
which results in a change of state (‘PATH-GOAL’), rather than, for instance, the contentual meaning
of management as a bundle of procedures ensuring the functioning of the organization. The con-
tentual meaning of ‘corporation’ is linked to a location (‘CONTAINER,” ‘RECIPIENT’) into which ‘post-
bureaucratic organizing’ is inserted (‘IN-ouT’), rather than, for instance, a purposive and responsible
corporate actor or a common enterprise of actors. As ‘employees’ are mentioned in a dependent
clause, they are marked as non-essential for the insertion of post-bureaucratic organizing. In this
sense, the contentual meaning of ‘employees’ points to a passive and inanimate group of individu-
als (‘PATIENT’) waiting to be assigned the task (‘FORCE,” ‘VERTICALITY’) of implementing ‘post-
bureaucratic organizing’ (‘PROCEsSs’) in the ‘CONTAINER’, rather than people working together
autonomously and bringing post-bureaucratic organizing into being. In summary, the grammatical
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Table 2. The practical meaning of grammatical constructions (example ).

Linguistic realization Practical meaning

‘We, the management, have introduced post- CAUSED-MOTION [AGENT initiates a PROCESS and FORCES a

bureaucratic organizing in the corporation, RECIPIENT to undergo change along a PATH towards a GOAL]

which employees must implement.’

‘we, the management’ a specific MAss

‘have introduced’ Process that has put something into something (‘IN-ouT’);
the focus is on END OF PATH which is in PROXIMITY.

‘post-bureaucratic organizing’ a specific TYPE of an ongoing PROCESS

‘in the corporation’ IN CONTAINER as RECIPIENT

‘which employees must implement’ PATIENT is FORCE(d) into a PROCESS [VERTICALITY]

constructions encapsulating the vocabularies ‘post-bureaucratic organizing’ associate them with
hierarchy rather than the self-management of employees, as suggested by common definitions of
‘post-bureaucracy’ (Oberg & Walgenbach, 2008). In other words, the grammatical constructions in
the example sentence induce the bodily mediated sensorimotor experiences typically made in hier-
archical organizations.

Consequently, in social settings with a high degree of institutionalization, practical meaning is
engendered by the structure of grammatical constructions in sayings that, in turn, influence the
understanding of the contentual meaning of vocabularies. Accordingly, even if actors were to
attempt to bring about organizational change by using vocabularies aimed at replacing an old way
of organizing with a new one, the grammatical constructions in sayings are likely to mentally reac-
tivate the old way of organizing on the part of listeners. In this situation, organizational change is
more likely to fail because the listeners do not understand the vocabularies of these sayings as
intended but align them with the practical meaning to which they are accustomed.

Sayings within social settings with a low degree of institutionalization

Social settings with a low degree of institutionalization exhibit a considerable flux in the material
arrangement. This flux induces perceptions of ambiguity resulting from ongoing shifts in actors’
sensorimotor experiences of acting on materiality, as well as in the use and arrangement of materi-
ality and human bodies in time and space. Flux in social settings prevents actors from developing
a common practical meaning and requires the exertion of much more cognitive effort in the con-
sideration of doings (Lizardo, 2017).

We argue that a low degree of institutionalization facilitates an increased sense of creativity — a
reflexive orientation toward doings to solve existing problems in everyday life and to enable coor-
dination among actors in this context (Goldenstein & Walgenbach, 2020; Gray, Purdy, & Ansari,
2015). Institutional research has pointed to the possibility of creatively applying sayings to estab-
lish and coordinate doings (Harmon et al., 2015; Ocasio & Joseph, 2005; Werner & Cornelissen,
2014). However, organizational institutionalism lacks a theoretical account that provides a prac-
tice-driven understanding of how sayings within social settings with a low degree of institutionali-
zation contribute to the constitution of doings in the enactment of practice.

Following the usage-based perspective on language, the constitution of doings by sayings has
two components (Evans, 2010, 2019): First, actors’ creativity is required in selecting an appropri-
ate contentual meaning for vocabularies that envisions the type of change the actors want to bring
about (Czarniawska & Joerges, 1996; Gray et al., 2015). For example, when implementing a post-
bureaucratic way of organizing, actors will define the contentual meaning of vocabularies such as
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‘management’, ‘post-bureaucratic organizing’, ‘corporation’ and ‘employees’ in a way that reflects
the post-bureaucratic idea that employees manage their work relatively autonomously within a
common enterprise. Second, actors’ creativity is required in arranging the grammatical construc-
tions in sayings in such a way that they mentally induce practical meaning that elicits the intended
type of practice. For example, sayings can use grammatical constructions that point to the sensori-
motor experiences of actors as part of a group of interrelated persons accomplishing their doings in
the relative absence of constraints. Such grammatical constructions enable actors to mentally and
sensorimotorly imagine situations of collegiality rather than hierarchy, even if they have never
heard the term ‘post-bureaucracy’. Put more simply, in social settings with a low degree of institu-
tionalization, actors can begin with the selection of a specific contentual meaning for vocabularies
and select grammatical constructions that elicit a practical meaning consistent with the type of
change they envision (see Figure 3).

Integration in sayings
Language ) )
Content words Grammatical constructions
Cognition Contentual meaning Practical.meaning

Fusion of meaning

Figure 3. The constitution of practical meaning by contentual meaning.

Our argument can be illustrated with two additional example sentences that might likewise be
used by a manager during an employee meeting. The first example sentence reads: ‘The employees
turn the corporation’s management into a post-bureaucratic way of organizing.” This example
sentence is a RESULTATIVE construction. This construction rests on the image-schematic pattern indi-
cating a finite process: an active ‘AGENT’ initiated a ‘PROCESS’ that transforms an inanimate ‘PATIENT’
into something different (‘GoaL’). The grammatical construction ‘the employees’ denotes the spe-
cific group of ‘AGENTS’, ‘the corporation s management’ points to this inanimate ‘PATIENT” and ‘info
a post-bureaucratic way of organizing’ denotes an enduring ‘TYPE’ of ‘PROCESS’ that is the result of
the change of state (‘GoaL’).

The second example sentence reads: ‘The post-bureaucratic organization of management
involves all employees within the corporation.’ The practical meaning conveyed by the second
example sentence builds on the first one. This sentence is an ENDURING-MOTION construction based
on the image-schematic pattern of an infinite enduring ‘PrRocEss’. The grammatical construction
‘the post-bureaucratic organization of management’ denotes a specific ‘GoaL’. The grammatical
constructions ‘all employees’ and ‘within the corporation’ locate the ‘Process’ within a bounded
space (‘CONTAINER’) and point to the necessity of the contribution of all entities (‘WHOLE’) within
this space. Table 3 summarizes our argument.

When considering the practical meaning engendered by the grammatical constructions in the
two example sentences, the contentual meaning conveyed by the vocabularies ‘management’,
‘post-bureaucratic organizing’, ‘corporation’ and ‘employees’ most likely evoke actors’ experi-
ences of interacting with others in the absence of hierarchical constraints. That is, ‘employees’ take



1390 Organization Studies 45(9)

Table 3. The practical meaning of grammatical constructions (example 2).

Linguistic realization Practical meaning

‘The employees turn the corporation’s management RESULTATIVE [An AGENT that initiated a PROCESs that
into a post-bureaucratic way of organizing.’ turned a PATIENT into an intended state (‘GOAL’)]
‘the employees’ specific AGENT

‘the corporation’s management’ a specific PATIENT

‘turn into’ Process exhibiting the character of realizing a GoAL
‘post-bureaucratic way of organizing’ TYPE of PROCESS leading to a GOAL

‘The post-bureaucratic organization of management enduring-motion [A process endures among patient]
involves all employees within the corporation.’

‘the post-bureaucratic organization of management’ a specific PROCESS

‘involves all employees’ ProCESs requiring the WHOLE.

‘within the corporation’ in a container

an active role and ‘management’ is referred to as a bundle of procedures ensuring the functioning
of the organization. The contentual meaning of ‘corporation’ may either refer to a location or an
attribute of ‘management’. ‘Post-bureaucratic organizing’ in turn is a process that requires the
active engagement and contribution of employees. Accordingly, the term ‘post-bureaucratic
organizing’ is more likely to be associated with a contentual meaning pointing to the emergence of
a collegial structure among employees, rather than something imposed by managers. In other
words, the grammatical constructions in the example sentences engender a practical meaning con-
sistent with the intended contentual meaning of vocabularies.

In this sense, as a result of their association with sensorimotor experiences, sayings within a
social setting with a low degree of institutionalization enable actors to imagine doings that would
be appropriate in this setting under a post-bureaucratic way of organizing (Taylor & Zwaan, 2009;
Zwaan, 2004). Accordingly, sayings in such social settings can support the constitution of doings,
as the sensorimotor experiences are implied in grammatical constructions. Because doings occur
within a certain spatial and material setup, a particular way of using and arranging materiality may
further contribute to the institutionalization of a social setting by making certain types of actions
more reasonable than others (Greenwood & Suddaby, 2006; Malhotra et al., 2020; Reay & Hinings,
2005; Zietsma & Lawrence, 2010). Further, in line with the philosophy of embodiment, the more
often sayings convey the same practical meaning and the more frequently these sayings are uttered,
the more likely it is that actors will agree on common doings (Lizardo, 2020; R. E. Meyer et al.,
2018; Werner & Cornelissen, 2014). In this regard, sayings can support the constitution of doings
through the frequency of connecting the contentual meaning of vocabularies with the suggested
practical meaning engendered by grammatical constructions.

Discussion

Theoretical implications for organizational institutionalism

With our theoretical approach, we provide a nuanced understanding of the coexistence of sayings
and doings in practices. With this, our paper provides a conceptualization of sayings for practice-
driven institutionalism and connects sayings to notions of doings as well as to materiality in insti-
tutional research (de Vaujany et al., 2019; Eisenman & Frenkel, 2021; Jepperson, 1991; Lizardo,
2020; Smets et al., 2017; Zilber, 2018). Our approach suggests that the contentual meaning of
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vocabularies and the practical meaning of doings are fused within sayings. We conceptualize say-
ings as being situated within everyday situations and their formation as intertwined with the doings
and materiality in social settings. Conceptualizing sayings as a situated fusion of contentual mean-
ing and practical meaning allows theorization as to why and when certain doings inform the con-
struction of specific sayings, why and when sayings prefigure or maintain doings, and why and
when sayings cannot prefigure or coordinate doings because actors literally cannot understand
each other. Our theoretical approach, in this context, allows consideration of the conditions, i.e. the
degree of institutionalization of a social setting, which explains when and why it is that actors’
understanding of vocabularies constitute their doings and when and why it is that their doings
inform the understanding of vocabularies. Taking the co-constitutive relationship of sayings and
doings into consideration enables organizational institutionalism to differentiate the situated impact
of both, i.e. sayings and doings, on the reproduction, stabilization and change of practices. A situ-
ated perspective on sayings thus yields the implications described below.

First, practice-driven institutionalism is interested in when and why practices change endoge-
nously in actors’ everyday activities (Smets et al., 2017). Previous studies have considered change
to be a result of the adjustment of doings when actors experience problems with the execution of
their practices in everyday situations (Smets & Jarzabkowski, 2013; Smets et al., 2012). However,
the adaptation of doings is regularly coordinated by sayings (Burling, 2007; Tomasello, 2000). Our
theoretical approach allows the distinguishing of cases in which sayings hamper the application of
novel doings by reinforcing established doings from cases in which sayings initiate, accompany
and stabilize novel doings. In this context, our approach allows a procedural perspective that
reveals how the co-constitutive relationship between sayings and doings brings about change — that
is, how the mutual relatedness of sayings and doings leads to their synchronization over time,
which is likely to be a necessary condition for successful change.

Second, practice-driven institutionalism seeks to deepen notions of institutional work. In
this context, it has highlighted that the literature on the purposive and intentional maintenance
or change of practices (Lawrence & Suddaby, 2006) has largely overlooked the role of practical
meaning for the manner in which actors accomplish their work in everyday situations (Smets &
Jarzabkowski, 2013; Smets et al., 2017). Our theoretical approach reveals that even language
as a symbolic system, regularly treated by institutional work scholars as a tool that actors can
use creatively (Suddaby, 2010), fuses both contentual meaning and practical meaning. In this
sense, we underscore the interconnectedness of sayings, doings and materiality, and suggest
‘the understanding of institutional dynamics as on-going and un-finished business’ (Zilber,
2018, p. 76). In detail, our theoretical approach sheds light on when it is that actors can success-
fully constitute novel doings by the creative application of sayings and when it is that sayings
are likely to fail because the recipients literally do not understand them. That is, the vocabular-
ies used in sayings intended to establish novel doings are likely to be interpreted differently or
remain incomprehensible.

Third, the notion of a relationship between contentual meaning and practical meaning also
resolves a limitation of the contemporary perspective on language and vocabularies, which con-
fines the function of sayings to the conveyance of objectified contentual meaning through
vocabularies in discourse, which can be applied by actors to justify their preference for a particu-
lar practice (Malhotra et al., 2020; Smets & Jarzabkowski, 2013). The vocabulary perspective
claims to provide ‘a detailed account of the meaning of words’ (Loewenstein et al., 2012, p. 75).
However, our theoretical approach emphasizes that the contentual meaning of words (i.e. vocab-
ularies) is construed in mundane sayings and depends on the embeddedness of vocabularies
within the grammatical order of sentences. In other words, the philosophy of embodiment
emphasizes that sayings not only make use of vocabularies, but that the grammatical structure of
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sayings is also linked to the sensorimotor experiences of actors in social settings. This insight
forces institutionalists to ‘see the discursive and material, linguistic and non-linguistic, not as
“separate and separable” but as “co-emergent”’ (Zilber, 2018, p. 70). Our theoretical approach
thereby outlines significant boundary conditions for the ability of actors to initiate change and
coordinate doings in practices through language use.

lllustration of the implications for empirical research

To illustrate the potential contribution of our theoretical argument, we revisit a puzzle reported by
Battilana and Dorado (2010) involving the social settings of two microfinance organizations in
Bolivia. Both organizations aimed at establishing a new practice, namely providing loans to the
poor, i.e. social banking. The novel combination of an economic practice with a social develop-
ment practice meant that, at their founding, both organizations were social settings in which there
was a rather low degree of institutionalization. However, the participating actors originated from
two different social settings (i.e. banks and social work organizations) in which there was a high
degree of institutionalization.

Both organizations invested in the coalescence of the economic practice and the social
development practice. However, Battilana and Dorado (2010) found that while organization 1
faced significant internal conflict, organization 2 was successful in reconciling both practices.
The authors speculated that this result may have been due to the focus of organization 1 on hir-
ing experienced professionals and then relying heavily on classroom training to instruct its
employees in the organization’s mission. Our argument provides a complementary perspective
on the results reported in Battilana and Dorado’s (2010) study: all employees had a professional
background in the social setting of either banking or social work organizations; each of these
settings provided the employees there with an incompatible practical meaning, which they
actualized in their doings. Further, their particular professional backgrounds provided them
with incompatible contentual meanings of vocabularies associated with the concepts of ‘bank-
ing’ and ‘social work’. Indeed, one employee with a social work background reported: ‘I would
tell them: “You do not understand this business; you just arrived.” And they would tell me:
“You know nothing about banking”’ (Battilana & Dorado, 2010, p. 1427).

According to our theoretical approach, microfinance organizations could have used sayings in
the following manner to accomplish the coalescence of banking and social work practices: first, the
organizations could have defined the contentual meaning of vocabularies used in sayings to convey
the definition and practice of ‘social banking’. Apparently, both organizations had at least slightly
taken this task into consideration, as they developed mission statements addressing what social
banking is. Second, the organizations could have embedded these vocabularies in sayings within
grammatical structures that engender a practical meaning pointing to sow social banking can be
put into practice — that is, a practical meaning that engenders the doings associated with social
banking. In fact, the two organizations differed significantly in how they used sayings and imple-
mented the doings of their employees.

Battilana and Dorado (2010) reported that organization 1 focused foremost on vocabularies in
sayings in classroom instruction to communicate the organization’s mission. However, according
to the representatives of organization 1, the organization did not accord much attention to sayings
that grammatically convey the practical meaning of novel doings. The authors note: ‘Otero
[President of Organization 1] believed that the transition to a commercial microfinance organiza-
tion did not entail a radical change of mission’ (Battilana & Dorado, 2010, p. 1425). This statement
indicates that the grammatical constructions of sayings with regard to the organization’s mission
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were not significantly modified. Consequently, bankers and social workers would likely have pro-
duced sayings that still supported the (contradictory) doings they deemed appropriate in light of
their two different practical meanings.

In contrast, organization 2 used sayings to convey the contentual meaning of social banking by
constituting this contentual meaning likely using grammatical structures that engender the practi-
cal meaning of appropriate doings. Battilana and Dorado (2010) reported that representatives of
organization 2 stated in an interview: ‘We are speaking of a loan officer that is the heart of the
institution. You give them a lot of training time both theoretical and practical.” Practical training
involved, for instance, training at the workplace and that candidates for job promotions demon-
strate their doings through role-playing tests. In the context of our theoretical approach, the success
of organization 2 indicates that training is more likely to be successful when it draws upon sayings
during theoretical training that engender practical meanings that, in turn, are reinforced by exten-
sive practical training at the workplace.

Our approach thus allows the study of cases in which sayings do or do not lead to the initiation,
change and stabilization of doings in practices. The case of organization 1 represents a situation in
which actors produced sayings based on incompatible grammatical constructions that, in turn,
induce a fundamentally different interpretation of vocabularies used to make the practice of social
banking understandable. In contrast, organization 2 appears representative of a situation in which
sayings are used to constitute and stabilize intended doings.

Conclusion

We provide organizational institutionalism with a framework that departs from limiting sayings to
discursive speech and, instead, conceptualizing sayings as emerging and evolving in coexistence
with doings in practices. Our framework clarifies why and when doings constitute a specific under-
standing of vocabularies in sayings and why and when sayings constitute doings through an
intended meaning of vocabularies. As our revisit of the study by Battilana and Dorado (2010)
illustrates, sayings cannot coordinate practice when actors in social settings use sayings with gram-
matical constructions that engender incompatible doings and understandings of vocabularies. In
contrast, sayings can constitute and stabilize practices when the grammatical constructions of say-
ings engender intended doings and are synchronized with them. Our theorization thus provides
insight for the coexistence of doings and sayings and the consequences of this relationship for the
reproduction, stabilization and change of practices.
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Notes

1.  We emphasize that practice theories and the philosophy of embodiment reject the neo-Cartesian notion
of propositional and amodal representations (Lizardo & Strand, 2010). The notion of image schemas is
consistent with anti-representationalism because image schemas are directly linked to modal (i.e. bodily)
sensorimotor experiences (i.e. what entities are for and how they are used) and are applied in procedural
cognitive processes. Image schemas construe actors’ ‘thinking’ bodies (Johnson, 1987) and serve as the
‘efficacious’ cognitive unconscious (Lakoff & Johnson, 1999).

2. The term ‘practical logic’ is taken from Bourdieu’s (1990) theory of habitus. Schatzki (2002) uses the
term ‘practical understanding’. When referring to Bourdieu and Giddens, Schatzki (2002, p. 79) himself
notes that ‘practical understanding [. . .] resembles habitus and practical consciousness in being a skill or
capacity that underlies activity’. Thus, practical understanding is ‘know-how’ (i.e. motor- or perceptual-
cognitive skills). Smets et al. (2012, pp. 879-880) note that ‘the practice perspective [. . .] focuses not
just on the doing of work, but on the “shared practical understanding” that gives it meaning’. We use the
term ‘practical meaning’ to highlight the commonalities of practice theories.

3. In line with the notion of motor- or perceptual-cognitive skills in practice theories, the term ‘representa-
tion’ in the context of image schemas suggests that sensorimotor experiences become directly mean-
ingful and transposed into doing-centred, situation-sensitive, non-propositional and sensorimotor-based
skills.

4. We are aware that the philosophy of embodiment often refers to individual content words, for example,
nouns such as ‘driver’, as constructions if the combination of morphemes and words is accepted as one
lexical item with its own content meaning (Goldberg, 1995; Langacker, 1987). That is, the noun ‘driver’
consists of the verb ‘drive” and the morpheme ‘-7, but its meaning is different from those of its compo-
nents. However, to avoid confusion, we consistently use the term ‘content word’.
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