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Abstract 

This paper explores the organizational identities of International Institutions through the 
lens of Social Constructionism. Organizational Identity is not only a socially constructed 
phenomenon but I also propose that the congruence of an internally and an externally constructed 
identity has a positive effect on organizational outcomes. Social Constructionism is considered a 
social psychological process that does not attribute set characteristics or static definitions to 
phenomenon. Meaning is highly contextual and communication becomes of utmost importance 
when trying to understand any form of human phenomenon. Organizational Identity is based on 
collective agreement on values and characteristics associated with an organization. This 
agreement comes from a social process and so depends upon the interaction of the members of 
the organization. It is asserted here that both members and external stakeholders are capable of 
creating their own image of an organization’s identity independently and the congruence of these 
identities will produce positive outcomes specifically for International Institutions. 
 

Introduction 

 International institutions are unique in that they encompass a large number of diverse 
internal stakeholders and they interact with a large number of external stakeholders, all of whom 
can hold their own identities. Because of this large scale diversity, it may be difficult to navigate 
all the opposing desires necessary to achieving large scale goals. For this reason, it is beneficial 
to understand ways in which success can be enhanced or hindered for international institutions. 
This paper assumes the position that organizational identities are socially constructed, meaning 
they are created through social processes, based on the assertion of Burger and Luckman’s 
(1967) work on the social construction of organizations. As such, the identity of an organization 
will create a reality in which internal members and external stakeholders will function. 

 
If the internal and external stakeholders function within the same reality, meaning they 

both view the identity of the organization the same within the given context, then they should be 
better able to function with each other. International institutions must rely on good relationships 
with external stakeholders to aid and advance crucial initiatives that cannot be achieved through 
internal processes alone. Functioning within the same reality allows the members of the 
organization to communicate on the same level with the external stakeholders granting the 
organization a better reputation, increased communication, and increased access to resources all 
of which are necessary to achieve specific goals of the organization. If their external identity 
does not match their internal identity then they may find themselves at a disadvantage. 
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Social Constructionism in Psychology and Sociology 
 

Social Constructionism is the idea that what we know is created through the relationships 
and interactions between people. Social Constructionists intend to describe and understand 
common forms of understandings of the world including themselves (Gergen, 1985). As a theory 
it has roots in theories by Karl Mannheim (1951) who developed the “Sociology of Knowledge.” 
The Sociology of Knowledge tries to understand how different forces create knowledge and what 
type of knowledge is created. What was seen as scientific fact was questioned and subsequently 
believed to be a manifestation of scientific discourse. 

 
Kenneth Gergen’s formulation has melded the fields of Psychology and Sociology in that 

he believes social inquiry is used to understand the nature of knowledge (1985). For him, 
psychology alone is not enough to provide a means by which to understand how humans 
understand the world and how knowledge is created in that world. Rather, he views psychology 
as a social process which calls into question all that is known and what can be known in the 
future. Social inquiry encompasses both epistemological inquiry and the philosophy of science 
itself (Gergen, 1985). Social constructionist inquiry, according to Gergen, is interested in 
explaining the processes by which people account for the world in which they live. This includes 
understanding and explaining themselves within that world (1985). Out of his work two major 
points emerge. 

 
The first point is a way to understand the reasoning behind Social Constructionism. For 

Gergen, any action can be observed and agreed upon by any observer. It is simply the objective 
account of an action (Gergen, 1994). For instance, a person raising their hand is an observation 
of an action: the objective truth is that a person raised their hand. What Gergen and other social 
constructionists are interested in is the meaning behind the action (1994). Why did the person 
raise their hand? 

 
This search for meaning behind action can be seen as an expansion of Karl Weick’s 

work. Weick was principally interested in a new way of understanding organizations but he 
included a great deal on how sense-making takes place within organizations. Weick first 
questions the assumption that organizations are rigid, solid and static. Rather, he sees them as 
continual processes where meaning is made more clear through coordinated actions of the 
individuals working within them (Weick, 1979). Action within organizations is a process of 
determining what to act on and what meanings are given to the results of those actions. For 
Weick, this process is complicated by the multitude of opinions and varying interpretations 
(1979). This is similar to the idea that Gergen uses in his discussion of the social aspect of 
knowledge creation. While Gergen takes the idea one step further to describe sense-making in 
general, Weick explores it in a very directed way in describing sense-making specifically within 
organizations. 

 
The second point that Gergen emphasizes is the power of language in the creation of 

knowledge. Language is highly subjective in that what one word means to one person may mean 
something completely different to another. As such, humans must collectively agree on a 
language and a meaning for the words in that language (Gergen, 1994). It is Berger and Luckman 
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(1967) that provide the basis for Gergen’s belief in the influence language has on the creation of 
knowledge and the understanding of the world. 

 
Language for Burger and Luckman is a signification that is used to maintain the reality of 

everyday life. Reality exists by means of commonly agreed upon languages (1967). Language is 
used to not only accumulate and store information but to transmit it to future generations. It is 
inherently reciprocal and facilitates the synchronizing of intentions between individuals. 
Language was socially constructed to facilitate the construction of knowledge. Thus, not only is 
knowledge socially constructed but the tools used to construct are also socially constructed. 

 
Gergen agrees with Burger and Luckman that language is constrictive and forces the 

person using it to conform to its rules and norms (1967). The reason is because of the social 
necessity to have an agreed form of communication. This, however, also makes it impossible to 
describe the world exactly as it exists. All human understanding of the world is translated into 
the language of respective communities and subject to the conventions of those communities. 
Therefore, the understanding of knowledge is inherently a social process because of its reliance 
on the use of a socially constructed language. 

 
Burger and Luckman also take this concept into the realm of human development. 

Because our knowledge of the world is dependent upon the language used in the community we 
live in then our development from childhood is dependent upon the context in which we grew up 
in. Therefore, humans’ ways of becoming and being human are as numerous as the cultures that 
exist (Burger & Luckamn, 1967). According to this view, there cannot be a universal human 
nature or what Gergen would refer to as an objective truth existing outside of social interaction 
(Gergen, 2000). To understand a person or be understood by another is impossible if one ignores 
the context in which they exist. The same is true of knowledge, which itself includes an 
understanding of the individual. Therefore, knowledge as well cannot be understood outside the 
context in which it exists. 

 
Social Constructionism in Political Science 

 
Political Science uses a more modern conceptualization of Social Constructionism, 

specifically applied to the realm of International Relations in terms of describing International 
Institutions. International Relations theories have had to include explanations of the increasing 
prominence of International Institutions in their analysis of international phenomena. Identity 
plays a large role in these discussions because it provides a purpose for institutions. Gearge 
McCall and J.L. Simmons (1966) argue that identities provide a reason for action by informing 
what an actor’s goals are and the strategies they use to achieve them. Social Constructionism in 
Political Science offers not only an explanation of the influence of institutions but also an 
explanation of the creation of these institutions. 

 
As the forms and numbers of International Institutions have increased so too have the 

explanations of their existence and influence. Many states now find themselves members of an 
institution of one form or another lending credence to the influence institutions can have 
globally. Social Constructionism views institutions transcending the power arrangements of 
states because of the ability of institutions to adjust to changing power arrangements (Reus-Smit, 
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1996). This ability to adapt to change comes from the Social Constructionist view that 
institutions are social constructs based on social commonalities that come from the naturally 
occurring characteristics of the members (Reus-Smit, 1996). This makes the institution stronger 
because of the existence of commonalities prior to the inception of the institution and provides a 
pre-existing identity among the members from which an organizational identity can be based on. 
 

While there are different types of International Institutions, they all have a common 
thread. They are each created by communication. For Alexander Wendt this is shared knowledge 
because International Institutions are social structures that exist in process and this process is a 
constant give and take of ideas and information (Wendt, 1995). This is very much in line with 
Gergen’s belief in the importance of language as a substrate for the social construction of 
knowledge (1985). 

 
Alexander Wendt discusses institutions as social structures. He states that social 

structures share three elements: knowledge, material resources and practices (1995). Under this 
definition, communities of like-minded members exist based on social characteristics grounded 
in common understandings, expectations or knowledge. Material resources only “acquire 
meaning for human action through the structure of shared knowledge in which they are 
embedded” (Wendt, 1995). Shared information and knowledge naturally leads to shared beliefs 
and common interests in regions where the evolution of that knowledge within the states is 
closely linked to the surrounding states. States that share common bonds will naturally interact 
more by virtue of having a shared culture, language or social norms of behavior. The knowledge 
they share comes from a history of interaction that leads to institutional norms that Wendt calls 
social structures (Wend, 1995). This history is what makes regional commonalities natural and 
strong. 

 
Reus-Smit takes this idea further in his requirements for states to enter institutions. For 

him, a constitutional structure is essential before the institutions are to be formed (1997). By 
requiring “norms of procedural justice” as he puts it, Reus-Smit has provided a more concrete 
definition of what Wendt calls shared knowledge. Wendt emphasizes the importance of shared 
knowledge in social structures but gives very little in the way of examples. Reus-Smit sees 
shared knowledge or, more generally, common bonds among member states as being shared 
constitutional structures (1997). 
 

Reus-Smit presents fundamental institutions as “‘generic’ structural elements of 
international societies” that differ from one society of states to another (1997). States adopt 
certain rules to facilitate interaction between themselves. These rules “prescribe behavioral roles, 
constrain activity, and shape expectations” (1997). They can be formal or informal and because 
different groups of states have different norms of behavior, rules prescribing them can vary 
(Reus-Smit, 1997). This explains why there are international institutions that hold different 
values and norms. The difference from Wendt’s definition of institutions is that there is actual 
agreement, verbal or written, on the norms of behavior rather than a generalized sense of 
community. The basic requirement of fundamental institutions is socially agreed upon 
constitutional rules of procedure or behavior. The metavalues of constitutional structures shape 
the outcome of the institution-building and ultimately lead to the fundamental institutions (Reus-
Smit, 1997). 
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Since “elementary rules” shared among states comprise institutions, states that share 
common cultures or ways of life may naturally form institutions among each other. These states 
will view other cultures or societies with different ways of life as not having a place within the 
institution. One exception to this is when a greater identity is agreed upon in which different 
cultures or societies are seen as pieces of a greater culture or society based on norms shared by 
all those. In essence, commonalities are emphasized more so to create an umbrella culture 
distinct enough from other regions to form a coherent internal identity. 
 

Dirk Nabers provides a definition of institutions that is even more tangible than Reus-
Smit’s definition. He discusses the creation of an actual organizational institution by describing 
the social interactions that were the driving force behind its construction. For Nabers, the key to 
institutions is the formalized communication processes that take place between nations within the 
context of an institutional identity (2003). Regions that share values prior to the creation of an 
institution will have stronger ties with one another within the institution (Nabers, 2003). The 
common meta-values serve to facilitate the interactions within the institutions because members 
will be more likely to interact when other states understand them. This collective understanding 
is derived from the social interactions of the members but if the interaction is historical and a 
commonality already exists, the understandings will be stronger and therefore the institution will 
be stronger (Nabers, 2003). For Nabers, the increasing interdependence, common fate and 
homogenous culture are all factors that explain why states would enter into institutions. From a 
Social Constructionist stance, the creation of institutions can only be enhanced or strengthened if 
the institution is based on shared social norms. This occurs because the states involved are 
already social and already see each other as having common interests. The communication 
process culminates in the establishment of a formal institution. 

 
The three views above use different definitions of institution but the characteristics of 

states entering the institutionalization process are similar and have some overlap. Social 
interaction is needed before an institution is formed accounting for the social construction of that 
institution. Regional homogeneity works with this need by facilitating social interaction through 
historically shared norms of behavior and cultures. The communication processes among 
institutional members is strengthened by these norms and cultures which ultimately strengthens 
the institution. 

 
In summary, Social Constructionism is a theory of how people understand the world. It 

emphasizes the creation of knowledge through the processes of interaction between people with 
a special emphasis on the use of language as a form of symbolic sense-making. The theory has 
been expanded upon by many researchers from Weick to Gergen. In Political Science, Social 
Constructionism has been used to describe three forms of institutions; social structures, regional 
associations, and formal organizations. These three each form through the facilitation process of 
communication and interaction, which is the core of the Social Constructionism theory. 

 
Theory of Organizational Identity 

 
Organizational Identity can be defined as a “collective, commonly-shared understanding 

of the organization’s distinctive values and characteristics” (Hatch & Schultz, 1997). It was first 
introduced as an area of study by Albert and Whetten (1985) suggesting that organizations can 
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have identities just as individuals. They presented three criteria for what an Organizational 
Identity is. The first is what they call “Claimed Central Character” (1985). The purpose of this 
criterion is to identify what the essence of the organization is and should distinguish an 
organization on the basis of something important and essential (Albert & Whetten, 1985). Albert 
and Whetten admit that this criterion is dependent on the situations in which characteristics of 
the organization are examined. This links directly to Social Constructionism in that the decision 
of what is central is done through social processes and mutual agreement. 

 
The second criterion is what they call “Claimed Distinctiveness” (1985). This criterion is 

the one most associated with the concept of identity because it is meant to identify characteristics 
of an organization that are distinctly different from other organizations. An identity that has 
claimed distinctiveness is a classification that identifies an organization as recognizably different 
from others (Albert & Whetten, 1985). Again, this criterion links to the idea of shared 
knowledge, culture and norms of behavior necessary for a socially constructed International 
Institutions. 

 
The final criterion is “Claimed Temporal Continuity” (1985). This criterion is concerned 

more with the maintenance of identity over time. The problem is that organizations can change 
over time and so this criterion may suggest that change is difficult. Albert and Whetten do not 
explain this in much detail, however, the point of the criterion is that there must exist some 
degree of persistence of the identity over time. They believed that these criteria should be used to 
either create an Organizational Identity or to evaluate one that already exists. 

 
Weick’s view of organizations as processes of interaction offers an interesting 

perspective of what Organizational Identity can be. He assumes that an Organizational Identity is 
dependent upon the interactions of the individual members within the organization and therefore, 
an organizational identity is formed through a shared image by a critical mass (1979). Taking 
this idea of organizations and applying it to the concept of Organizational Identity, it can be clear 
that the identity of an organization is dependent upon the members of the organization. However, 
it is not the sum of individual identities but rather a socially constructed identity created through 
the collaborative efforts of the members as they interact with one another (Nabers, 2003). 

 
Further, one avenue of research looks at Organizational Identity as a product of culture.  

Organizations are created within a context specific to the area they are founded in. As such, the 
culture of the region will impact the Organizational Identity (Hatch & Schultz, 1997). 
Organizational Identity represents a collective framework within which members develop their 
own perceptions of the organizations’ identity (Elstak, 2008). It is not the collective identities of 
the individuals but rather the collective perceptions of what the organization’s identity is by 
those individuals and forms the reality within which members function. This socially constructed 
process forms the main driver for organizational identification (Elstak, 2008). 
 
 A recent issue in Organizational Identity literature is the ability of organizations to 
reconcile internal and external demands that may be in conflict when perceptions are shifting 
(Van Rekom et al., 2008). Researchers look for the role identity plays in influencing managerial 
choices. Several articles have discussed the dichotomy of an internally constructed and 
externally constructed identity with variation in the degree to which the two influence each other 
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(Elstak, 2008; Hatch & Schultz, 1997; Van Rekom et al., 2008). An internal identity is simply 
understood as the identity that members agree is the Organization’s identity. An external identity 
is a little more difficult to understand and may best be defined as the image or reputation of the 
organization held by the external stakeholders (Hatch & Schultz, 1997). 
 
 What is important, however, is that there are always large numbers of internal and 
external stakeholders that will define, understand and evaluate organizations. This process hinges 
upon an Organizational Identity since a weak identity can have negative consequences for an 
organization including lack of acceptance, poor reputation, reduced legitimacy and can 
negatively impact access to resources (Hsu & Hannan, 2005). 
 

Social Construction of Institutional Identity 
 
Organizational Identity literature looks at the identity of organizations made up of 

individuals working within them. Here, this concept is applied to a larger level; International 
Institutions where the individual members are actually organizations themselves. This 
assumption is made from observations of major international institutions such as the North 
Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), the United Nations (UN), the Association of South East 
Asian Nations +3 (ASEAN+3) and the European Union (EU). For instance, the European Union 
is made up of member states, each of which are sovereign nations working under their own 
systems of government. However, as members of the EU, they work alongside each other under 
a common name and for common purposes though not exclusively so (i.e. not everything the 
member states do is done through the EU). In the case of the EU, they are individuals nations. 
 

Social constructionists believe that members collectively create a shared understanding of 
who their organization is through social interaction (Elstak, 2008). From an International 
Relations perspective international institutions do the same thing through a communication 
process facilitated by historical, cultural and regional ties. Regional commonalities form the 
basis for international institutions’ collective identities but these identities are grounded in 
natural characteristics. Common cultures, languages or norms of behavior based on metavalues 
are historically shared by groups coexisting within a region (Nabers, 2003). In the example of the 
European Union below, even though there are distinct national cultures and no common 
language, it is argued that there is a distinct European culture as well as European norms of 
behavior that distinguish European nations from other nations (McCormick, 2004). The Social 
Constructionism view sees the institution-building process as a socializing process of 
communicating these similar natural characteristics to others in the region which leads to an 
eventual institution. 

 
Using the three criteria of Albert and Whetten (1985) it is clear where international 

institutions get their identity from. First, shared histories, cultures and norms of behavior give 
members of an international institution a claim to a central character. Developing around 
historical ties or a common culture (in whatever form be it ethnic culture, economic interests, 
common heritage, etc.) provides a core from which an identity is formed. Second, having 
historical ties and common cultures also gives the members unique perspectives that are not 
shared with outsiders. This gives them a distinctiveness that distinguishes them from other 
international institutions. Further, by being within the same region, certain international 



8 
 

institutions have a geographic distinction that is absolutely different from other institutions. 
Lastly, temporal continuity is preserved through historical and cultural ties leading up to the 
institutional identity formation and through geographical similarity moving forward into the 
future. 
 A good example is the EU. Within the EU, the process of institutional identity 
formulation took place over a period of over 50 years. The EU’s origins began as the European 
Coal and Steel Community (ECSC) made of only six nations whose infrastructure had been 
destroyed during World War II (McCormick, 2004). This gave them a common historical tie as 
well as a form of cultural commonality from which to base the beginnings of a union. Later the 
purpose of the institution was renegotiated and it became the European Economic Community 
(EEC), which worked toward creating common economic goals among the members. 
 

In the 1950’s, the members, who by this time had a culture of open dialogue within the 
EEC, discussed creating a more unified institution that would create a closer union among 
Europeans. The members recognized a uniquely European culture based on regional affiliation 
and wanted to make it more institutionalized. After this, other nations were allowed to join and 
the EEC became the European Union (Phinnemore, 2003). While we see a wide array of cultures 
throughout Europe today, most of the nations have become members of the EU. This shows that 
through increased interaction, European nations have created and strengthened a European 
identity highlighting a regional commonality that new member candidates are beginning to 
realize even though national identities are still somewhat strong (McCormick, 2004). 
 

Congruence of Internal and External Identities 
 
The proposed relationship of this paper between identity and success is that a strong 

internally constructed identity will lead to success. The reason for this is because that identity 
creates a reality in which members function within. If there is coherence on the identity, then 
internal processes will function efficiently since all members will function based on the same 
reality. The external identity also creates a reality in which external stakeholders function. As 
such, if both the organization and its external stakeholders function within the same reality then 
external stakeholders will be more likely to understand and cooperate with the institution. 
Further, external stakeholders should be less likely to question the motives of the institution or to 
distrust the institution as a whole. For the institution, this eases the facilitation of working with 
external stakeholders necessary to achieving its goals. 

 
The internally constructed identity of an institution is operationalized as the extent to 

which the identity is agreed upon by the members of the institution. Nabers states: 
 
In international politics, identity can be treated as a property of states that 
generates behavioral and motivational dispositions. Interests can thus 
change during the process of interaction. The meanings of identities 
often depend on whether other states’ representations are similar or 
different. The formation of collective identity makes cooperation 
possible in the first place (2003:131). 
 

State identities are important in building viable institutions because if the members of the 
institution do not have a shared identity, there is nothing keeping them together within the 
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institution. For an international institution this is important as the coherence of an internal 
identity is a foundation for the institution. For the EU, this would be the agreement that the 
member nations have a united European identity. 
 

An externally constructed identity is operationalized the same way, however, who the 
‘members’ are will vary. Because socially constructed identities are situation specific, it would 
stand to reason that an externally constructed identity will vary quite a bit and overall there may 
not be any coherence by all groups outside the institution. However, by limiting the identity 
construction to the specific stakeholders of a given situation it may be possible to have 
agreement and it still allows comparison with the internal identity as well as remaining within 
the bounds of the specific situational goal of the institution. 

 
In order to be similar enough to measure a relationship with the internally constructed 

identity of an international institution, success will have to be situation specific. In something as 
large as an international institution, an overarching measure of success will be difficult. 
Therefore, success is defined as accomplishing a specific goal to the satisfaction of the institution 
within a given context. While there may not always be complete satisfaction by all the members, 
the degree of satisfaction may be enough as the identity variable is a degree measure as well 
(degree of coherence). 

 
The congruence of the two identities is important because often times institutions rely on 

external stakeholders to accomplish goals. Price and Gioia (2008) advocate a constant 
monitoring of the internal and external congruence because it can minimize the harmful effects 
of divergent representations of the institution. These can include lack of acceptance, reduced 
legitimacy, reduced access to resources, etc. Further, King and Whetten (2008) delve into issues 
of legitimacy and reputation and the effects of external perceptions on these organizational goals. 
They believe that an organization must manage the image they present to outsiders in order to 
gain legitimacy and gain a positive reputation, the former they believe is a requirement of all 
organizations (King & Whetten, 2008). These in turn translate into positive relationships with 
external stakeholders and increased access to resources, both of which can lead to success in 
achieving institutional goals. 
 

The EU has a number of identities including cultural, legal and political. However, it is 
the distinctive economic identity that is most associated with it. As such, one specific goal of the 
EU is to maintain its economic status and the stability of the Euro. Internally, the EU created an 
identity of a strong economy or at least aspires to create such an identity. Part of maintaining a 
strong economy is attracting investments, opening investment opportunities, attracting 
financially beneficial trade and opening and maintaining markets. All these factors, and many 
others, all add to the financial strength of the Euro in international currency markets. For this 
reason it is important that the EU’s external identity matches its internal one. If external 
stakeholders view the EU as a strong, economically stable institution than they will be more 
willing to invest or be open to investment. Further, an agreed identity of a strong economic union 
will lead to confidence in the Euro that will facilitate beneficial economic relationships with 
external stakeholders. 
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