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FOREWORD: RESEARCH IN THE
SOCIOLOGY OF ORGANIZATIONS

Research in the Sociology of Organizations (RSO) publishes cutting edge empiri-
cal research and theoretical papers that seek to enhance our understanding of
organizations and organizing as pervasive and fundamental aspects of society
and economy. We seek provocative papers that push the frontiers of current con-
versations, that help to revive old ones, or that incubate and develop new per-
spectives. Given its successes in this regard, RSO has become an impactful and
indispensable fount of knowledge for scholars interested in organizational phe-
nomena and theories. RSO is indexed and ranks highly in Scopus/SCImago as
well as in the Academic Journal Guide published by the Chartered Association
of Business schools.

As one of the most vibrant areas in the social sciences, the sociology of organi-
zations engages a plurality of empirical and theoretical approaches to enhance
our understanding of the varied imperatives and challenges that these organi-
zations and their organizers face. Of course, there is a diversity of formal and
informal organizations — from for-profit entities to non-profits, state and public
agencies, social enterprises, communal forms of organizing, non-governmental
associations, trade associations, publicly traded, family owned and managed, pri-
vate firms — the list goes on! Organizations, moreover, can vary dramatically in
size from small entrepreneurial ventures to large multi-national conglomerates to
international governing bodies such as the United Nations.

Empirical topics addressed by Research in the Sociology of Organizations
include: the formation, survival, and growth or organizations; collaboration
and competition between organizations; the accumulation and management of
resources and legitimacy; and how organizations or organizing efforts cope with
a multitude of internal and external challenges and pressures. Particular interest
is growing in the complexities of contemporary organizations as they cope with
changing social expectations and as they seek to address societal problems related
to corporate social responsibility, inequality, corruption and wrongdoing, and the
challenge of new technologies. As a result, levels of analysis reach from the indi-
vidual, to the organization, industry, community and field, and even the nation-
state or world society. Much research is multi-level and embraces both qualitative
and quantitative forms of data.

Diverse theory is employed or constructed to enhance our understanding
of these topics. While anchored in the discipline of sociology and the field of
management, Research in the Sociology of Organizations also welcomes theoreti-
cal engagement that draws on other disciplinary conversations — such as those
in political science or economics, as well as work from diverse philosophical

Xix



XX FOREWORD: RESEARCH IN THE SOCIOLOGY OF ORGANIZATIONS

traditions. RSO scholarship has helped push forward a plethora theoretical con-
versations on institutions and institutional change, networks, practice, culture,
power, inequality, social movements, categories, routines, organization design and
change, configurational dynamics and many other topics.

Each volume of Research in the Sociology of Organizations tends to be the-
matically focused on a particular empirical phenomenon (e.g., creative industries,
multinational corporations, entrepreneurship) or theoretical conversation (e.g.,
institutional logics, actors and agency, microfoundations). The series publishes
papers by junior as well as leading international scholars, and embraces diversity
on all dimensions. If you are scholar interested in organizations or organizing,
I hope you find Research in the Sociology of Organizations to be an invaluable
resource as you develop your work.

Professor Michael Lounsbury

Series Editor, Research in the Sociology of Organizations
Canada Research Chair in Entrepreneurship & Innovation
University of Alberta



HOW ORGANIZING MATTERS FOR
SOCIETAL GRAND CHALLENGES

Ali Aslan Glimusay, Emilio Marti, Hannah Trittin-
Ulbrich and Christopher Wickert

ABSTRACT

Societal grand challenges have moved from a marginal concern to a mainstream
issue within organization and management theory. How diverse forms of organiz-
ing help tackle — or reinforce — grand challenges has become centrally important.
In this introductory paper, we take stock of the contributions to the volume on
Organizing for Societal Grand Challenges and identify three characteristics of
grand challenges that require further scholarly attention: their interconnectedness,
fluidity, and paradoxical nature. We also emphasize the need to expand our meth-
odological repertoire and reflect upon our practices as a scholarly community.

Keywords: Grand challenges; impact; organization theory; management;
methodology; research; teaching

THE TURN TOWARD SOCIETAL GRAND CHALLENGES

Research disciplines are not merely a collection of methods and theories; they
also foster a sense of what questions are “worth answering” (Davis, 2015, p. 314).
Organizational scholars are continuously rethinking and reframing what these
questions are and how their research addresses current and important phenom-
ena in the real world with a view to impacting society (Marti & Scherer, 2016;
Wickert, Post, Doh, Prescott, & Prencipe, 2021). Societal grand challenges have
been a key construct that have motivated and propelled these efforts (Ferraro,
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Etzion, & Gehman, 2015; George, Howard-Grenville, Joshi, & Tihanyi, 2016;
Glimiisay, Claus, & Amis, 2020). Resonating with an enduring interest in soci-
etal issues (Freeman, 1984; Walsh, Weber, & Margolis, 2003), this renewed and
intensified focus on societal grand challenges, which proliferated in the past few
years, is based on an understanding that organizations play a key role in creating
and addressing these challenges. On the one hand, organizations are often part
of what gives rise to grand challenges, for instance, when they engage in practices
that fuel the “dark™ and problematic societal aspects of the digital transformation
(Trittin-Ulbrich, Scherer, Munro, & Whelan, 2021). On the other hand, organi-
zations can help tackle or address such challenges, for instance, by promoting
responsible innovations that mitigate climate change (Scherer & Voegtlin, 2020).
The papers in this volume consolidate and expand organizational research on
societal grand challenges. In doing so, it shows that grand challenges need to be
a key concern for organizational scholars and how they can exert an impact on
these challenges through their research and engagement with practice.

Societal grand challenges are all around us. These challenges are “societal”
insofar as they affect members of society and their environments. They are
“grand” insofar as their effects are large scale and potentially global. Key grand
challenges include the climate emergency, the digital transformation, and differ-
ent forms of inequality. As such, grand challenges are highly complex and wicked
in nature and may never be fully solved (Rittel & Webber, 1973). They are com-
monly defined as “specific critical barrier(s) that, if removed, would help solve
an important societal problem with a high likelihood of global impact through
widespread implementation” (Grand Challenges Canada, 2011, p. iv). These defi-
nitions also suggest that business-centric challenges such as ensuring competitive
advantage or increasing innovation performance are not societal grand challenges
—an attempt to overstretch the research agenda in this way would be problematic
as it would weaken the conceptual clarity and value of the underlying construct.

We conceive of “societal grand challenges” as a perspective rather than a
theory. By perspective, we mean that the construct expands the questions worth
answering for organizational scholars, that it offers conceptual ideas on how to
engage with central societal concerns of our time, and that it creates an umbrella
term that facilitates interaction and collaboration among scholars (Hirsch &
Levin, 1999). At the same time, organizational research on societal grand chal-
lenges must draw on organizational theories to develop thorough theoretical con-
tributions. As a new perspective, the societal grand challenges approach should
also motivate researchers to rethink their role within society — a topic that several
papers in this volume cover. We now turn to an overview of the volume.

THE VOLUME ORGANIZING FOR SOCIETAL GRAND
CHALLENGES

This volume offers an organizational perspective on societal grand challenges.
Section I (“Diverse Forms of Organizing & Societal Grand Challenges”) features
six papers that examine how diverse forms of organizing tackle or reinforce grand
challenges. Section II (“Scholarship & Societal Grand Challenges”) includes five
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papers that focus on the implications of engaging with grand challenges for schol-
arship. Section III (“Reflections & Outlook™) concludes with two reflective essays
that ponder and expand upon two seminal papers by Ferraro et al. (2015) and
George et al. (2016), respectively.

The papers in this volume cover diverse forms of organizing; they con-
sider an entrepreneurial initiative, an advocacy hub, a digital platform, and
a meta-organization. They also focus on a wide variety of regions — including
Africa, Asia, Europe, and South America — and engage with multiple grand
challenges, such as the COVID-19 pandemic, decent work, hunger, inequality, and
poverty. Table 1 provides an overview.

Ferraro et al. (2015, p. 365; see also Gehman et al., 2022) have highlighted
three analytical facets of grand challenges: complexity, uncertainty and evalu-
ativeness. Complexity refers to the entanglement of grand challenges with feed-
back loops and tipping points as well as their nonlinearity. Uncertainty highlights
difficulties in predicting and preparing. Evaluativeness relates to the plurality of
meanings, understandings, and assessments due to the diversity of evaluation
criteria. Ferraro et al. (2015) further argue for a participatory architecture, dis-
tributed experimentation, and multivocal inscription to tackle grand challenges
organizationally. Participatory architectures are structures and rules that allow
for engagement and interaction among diverse actors to constructively pursue
long-term plans. Distributed experimentation refers to a joint effort to itera-
tively explore different pathways to generate small wins. Multivocal inscription
is a material and discursive activity that enables coordination and engagement
despite different interpretations and without consensus over meaning. Extending
these considerations, the papers feature three themes that organizational engage-
ment with grand challenges have in common: (1) governance, partnerships, and
regulation; (2) fluidity and temporality; and (3) communication, imagination, and
narratives.

Insights into the Complexity of Grand Challenges

Three papers in this volume explore how the complexity of societal grand chal-
lenges triggers the emergence of certain forms of organization and new regulatory
infrastructures. Kaufmann and Danner-Schroder (2022) insightfully review the
existing research on grand challenges with a focus on the Sustainable Development
Goals (SDGs). The authors outline the various organizational forms that can
address these grand challenges and suggest a framework how to analyze them in
relation to their organizational segment and their communicational technologi-
cal qualities. Gegenhuber, Schiiller, Reischauer, and Thater (2022) illustrate how
new infrastructures of private governance emerge in response to the growing plat-
form economy and the proliferation of precarious platform work. The authors
outline how new institutional infrastructures that address grand challenges are
based on creatively recombining existing templates to allow multiple actors from
different domains to take part in collective organizing efforts. Berkowitz and
Grothe-Hammer (2022), in turn, draw on the notion of meta-organization and
the case of the International Whaling Commission to investigate how incompat-
ible social orders emerged, evolved, and clashed between the meta-organization
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and its members over time. The authors outline that the “nondecidability” of con-
troversial social orders can lead to the failure of organizing efforts that attempt to
tackle societal grand challenges. By investigating issues of governance, partner-
ships, and regulation, these papers provide new insights into how organizations
deal with the complexity of grand challenges.

Insights into the Uncertainty of Grand Challenges

The uncertainty of societal grand challenges demands that organizations engage
in temporal coordination. Along these lines, Stjerne, Wenzel, and Svejenova
(2022) illustrate how the different temporalities of various narratives support the
organizing efforts of an SDG#2 advocacy hub, which is a quite fluid form of
organizing. The authors outline how different temporalities enable the commit-
ment of multiple actors to tackle the grand challenge of zero hunger by 2030.
Kroeger, Siebold, Giinzel-Jensen, Saade, and Heikkild (2022) outline how value-
driven sensegiving allows heterogeneous stakeholders to make sense of and mobi-
lize for a common future vision based on shared values. Focusing on a Lebanese
entrepreneurial initiative that aims to tackle the grand challenge of inequality,
the authors describe how collective sensemaking around values enables success-
ful joint organizational efforts over time. By investigating issues of fluidity and
temporality, these papers examine how organizations deal with the uncertainty
of grand challenges.

Insights into the Evaluativeness of Grand Challenges

Three papers in this volume provide insights into the evaluative nature of
societal grand challenges by showcasing that commonly shared narratives,
metaphors, and communication about grand challenges play a crucial role in
coordinated and organized attempts to address these challenges. Schoeneborn,
Véasquez, and Cornelissen (2022) develop an analytical framework based on
two dimensions of metaphorical communication that may support co-orienta-
tion among various actors attempting to tackle grand challenges. The authors
argue that two dimensions — vividness and responsible actionability — bolster
the organizing capacity of metaphorical communication, a form of commu-
nication that enables multiple actors to respond to grand challenges. Ideally,
according to the authors, to facilitate co-orientation among multiple actors,
metaphors about societal grand challenges should generate novel insights
across various domains and indicate specific, tangible, and ethically respon-
sible forms of coordinated action. Arciniegas Pradilla, Bento da Silva &
Reinecke (2022) study Fe y Alegria, likely the world’s largest nongovernmen-
tal organization, which provides education for the poor across 21 countries in
Latin America and Africa. The authors empirically illustrate the emergence of
shared narratives about the societal grand challenge of poverty and potential
solutions to it. They outline how ongoing cycles of narration about poverty
and potential solutions to the challenge helped the organization to provide
and adapt its poverty alleviation efforts over time. By highlighting issues of



How Organizing Matters for Societal Grand Challenges 7

communication, imagination, and narratives, these papers investigate how
organizations deal with the evaluativeness of grand challenges.

Reflecting on Our Scholarly Practices

Engaging with grand challenges also requires us to reflectively engage with our
research practices, both with the methods we employ and how we go about having
an impact with our research within and beyond academia (Giimiisay & Reinecke,
2021). In this regard, two papers offer methodological innovations to address
societal grand challenges. Dittrich (2022) suggests considering “scale” as a social
construction and treating it accordingly when examining how actors experience
grand challenges at different levels of analysis. The author argues that, from a
methodological point of view, scalar terms such as “local” and “global” or “big”
and “small” are fundamental to how academics and practitioners make sense of
and respond to grand challenges. Yet, scale is so taken-for-granted that we rarely
question or critically reflect on the concept and how it is used in our research
methodologies. To address this, Dittrich seeks to identify scale as an important
methodological concept in research on grand challenges and suggests seeing scale
as an epistemological frame that participants employ in their everyday practices
to make sense of, navigate, and develop solutions to grand challenges. Looking
at methodological innovations from a different angle, Rauch and Ansari (2022)
suggest that diaries are a useful yet underappreciated methodological tool for
studying grand challenges. The authors illustrate how different ways of compiling
and analyzing diaries can enable a “deep analysis of individuals’ internal pro-
cesses and practices” (Radcliffe, 2018, p. 188), and the insights thus gained can-
not be gleaned from other sources of data, such as interviews and observations.
In essence, diaries serve to enrich our methodological toolkit by capturing what
people think and feel behind the scenes but may not express or display in public.

Two further papers reflect on our role as academics and on the challenges
of making an impact beyond the scholarly community. In an analysis of the
role of academics that combine teaching and research, Gatzweiler, Frey-Heger,
and Ronzani (2022) discuss how scholars can overcome barriers to learning and
uncomfortable knowledge related to grand challenges. Focusing on recent pro-
grammatic attempts to advance “responsible education” in business schools, they
identify three barriers to learning about grand challenges: cognitive overload,
emotional detachment, and organizational obliviousness. Ultimately, the authors
seek to contribute to the discussion on barriers to learning on grand challenges
and how to make business school education more attuned to the transformational
and societal challenges of our time. Friesike, Dobusch, and Heimstddt (2022)
take this discussion further by highlighting several challenges that early-career
scholars specifically face in their quest to reconcile their research and teaching
duties, as well as their own career aspirations and ambitions to achieve societal
impact. These authors argue that many early-career researchers are motivated
by the prospect of creating knowledge that is useful beyond the academic com-
munity. However, as they add, these aspirations often come hand in hand with
multiple challenges faced by early-career researchers when they strive for societal
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impact. The paper concludes with a reflection on these concerns in light of the
authors’ own experience with impact work, alongside the sketch of a “postheroic”
perspective on impact, according to which seemingly mundane activities are inter-
linked and aggregated in a meaningful way.

Finally, two essays review existing work and outline avenues for future
research. Gehman, Etzion and Ferraro (2022) revisit their award-winning paper
in Organization Studies (Ferraro et al., 2015). They take their original framework
further and refine their argument for robust action as a theoretical framework
to engage with grand challenges. They then identify three promising research
directions — termed scaffolding, fictional expectations and distributed actorhood.
Howard-Grenville and Spengler (2022) take the influential 2016 editorial by
George et al. (2016) as a starting point for a forward citation analysis. They find
that existing work can be classified according to the justifying context, motivating
theory, elaboration of the grand challenges concept, and engagement in academic
introspection. Future work, they argue, should further scrutinize the construction
and consequences of grand challenges.

MOVING FORWARD

Based on the papers in this volume, we outline (1) a research outlook on how
to move forward research on societal grand challenges and (2) ideas on how
researchers can make their scholarly practices more impactful.

Research Outlook

There is still considerable promise and potential in researching grand challenges
from an organizational perspective. In particular, we identify three characteristics
of grand challenges that are conceptually related to the three facets (complexity,
uncertainty, evaluativeness) classified by Ferraro et al. (2015). These characteristics
are the interconnectedness, fluidity, and paradoxical nature of grand challenges.
First, grand challenges are interconnected. This highlights that grand chal-
lenges are not just individually complex, as highlighted by Ferraro et al. (2015),
but collectively interwoven. Tackling one grand challenge may lead to another
one being negatively reinforced. As a result, while lists of grand challenges,
such as the United Nations SDGs, are useful guiding categories, they need to be
treated with caution. They may lead to cognitive rigidity and create an image of
mutually exclusive individual grand challenges that are collectively exhaustive.
The universal spread of COVID-19 has shown that new grand challenges may
rapidly appear. As work by Sachs et al. (2019) highlights, the 17 SDGs can be
grouped into 6 larger categories of deep societal transformations pertaining to
social, health, energy, ecological, community, and digital concerns. The authors
indicate that these grand challenges are highly intertwined, which makes tackling
them all the more difficult. As a result, engaging with them commonly requires
coordinated, collaborative, and collective efforts. Thus, we encourage case-study
research that explores how organizations tackle the entanglement of multiple
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