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Cultural  Brokers and Institutional Change:  

The Transposition of Frank Gehry as the New Icon of Chicagoôs 

Public Architecture 

 

Abstract 

This paper develops the notion of ócultural brokersô ï actors spanning an interstice or gap 

between organizational fields- examining how these actors can initiate institutional change 

when the fields that they bridge feature competing institutional logics. Competing logics 

expose cultural brokers to role tensions, which hinder the process of resource mobilization for 

institutional change. I investigate the micro-processes through which cultural brokers can 

overcome these role tensions, successfully mobilizing resources for change. As case of 

institutional change, I examine the selection of Frank Gehry as the new Millenniumôs global 

icon of Chicagoôs public architecture, traditionally oriented towards local Chicago-based 

architects. I track this iconic change to the actions of a set of cultural brokers located in the 

interstice between the competing fields of private business philanthropy and public 

government. Findings show that in the presence of competing institutional logics cultural 

brokers can successfully mobilize resources silently, avoiding direct confrontation and 

negotiation with defenders of the institutional status-quo, decoupling their vision from action, 

and co-opting representatives of the status-quo in their mobilization efforts.  

 

Keywords: institutional change; brokerage; institutional logics; organizational field; cultural 

practices. 
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Introduction  

At least since Di Maggio and Powell (1991)ôs call for a coherent theory of practical 

action, institutional scholars have been increasingly concerned with the micro-processes by 

which actors create, maintain and change the institutions in which they themselves are 

embedded (e.g. Powell and Colyvas 2008; Lawrence and Suddaby 2006). Several studies 

addressing this paradox of ñembedded agencyò (Holm 1995; Seo and Creed 2002) have 

focused on change actorsô position in organizational fields as a crucial antecedent of 

institutional change. This research has emphasized that institutional innovators often occupy 

peripheral (Leblebici et al. 1991; McGuire et al. 2004), central (Greenwood and Suddaby 

2006) or new entrantsô positions in a field (Zilber 2002; Hensmans 2003), devoting only 

limited attention and conceptual development to actors that bridge the boundaries of multiple 

fields (Kostova et al. 2008; Tracey et al. 2011; Koene and Ansari 2011).  

Yet, actors bridging the gaps or óintersticesô (Rao et al. 2000; Morrill 2000) forming 

between distinct organizational fields are particularly interesting for analysis of institutional 

change. On one side, being embedded in multiple organizational fields, these actors can more 

easily distance themselves from existing institutions, thereby envisioning alternative course 

of action breaking with institutionalized understandings (Sewell 1992; Boxenbam and 

Battilana 2005; Durand and McGuire 2005; Greenwood and Subbaby 2006). On the other 

side, actors connecting different fields are exposed to the distinctive templates of action and 

organizing shared by the members of the respective fields. This overlap of multiple 

institutional logics (Thorton and Ocasio 2008) is likely to produce role tensions, ambiguity 

and contradiction, making fieldsô trespassers ñstrive to navigate settings where multiple 

institutional logics either co-exist or collideò (Powell and Owen-smith 2008: 603; see also 

Rao et al. 2000: p. 251). Despite the crucial importance of actors connecting different fields 

for our theories of institutional change, we do not have a systematic understanding of how 

they can balance these institutional constraints and opportunities to initiate change.  
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In this paper I address this gap by developing the notion of ñcultural brokersò ï actors 

spanning an interstice between different organizational fields. If an interstice defines a gap 

between two or more organizational fields (Morrill 2000; Rao et al. 2000; see also 

Mann1986), cultural brokers are the inhabitants of these interstitial spaces. My notion of 

cultural brokers explicitly blends institutional and social network theories by conceptualizing 

social structures as made not only of resource flows ïas in the typical network view of 

brokerage (e.g. Burt 1992)- but also of institutions ï i.e. the shared cultural schemas, beliefs 

and durable rules that inform the use, access, and value of those resources in a particular 

institutional domain (e.g. Giddens 1984; Sewell 1992; Di Maggio 1997). From this 

perspective, cultural brokers are a special type of network brokers that span not just structural 

holes in networks of resources and information (e.g. Burt 1992), but also the more enduring 

cultural and institutional ñsynapsesò that can underpin those network holes (Gould 1989). 

Examples of this type of brokers are intermediary organizations spanning the institutionalized 

boundaries of distinct organizational fields, such as private and public health care (Scott et al. 

2000) or science and commerce (Powell et al. 2005). Differently than for traditional network 

brokers, the key challenge faced by these interstial brokers consists in balancing constraints 

and opportunities originating from the cultural, symbolic and cognitive boundaries that they 

bridge. Being located in between culturally distinct domains of activities ïi.e. organizational 

fields- cultural brokers can initiate creative processes producing not only ógood ideasô (Burt 

2004), but radical inventions percolating across multiple social domains (Padgett and 

McLean 2006), eventually breaking the reliable reproduction of existing institutions (e.g. 

Clemens and Cook 1999). At the same time, these brokers can be constrained by the multiple 

field-level logics that they confront by bridging different fields, thereby facing role tensions 

and identity dilemmas that are usually neglected in social network theories of brokerage (but 

see Padgett and Ansell 1993; Fernandez and Gould 1994 for exceptions). The key challenge 
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for cultural brokers is then how to balance these institutionally-based constraints and 

opportunities provided by their in-between- fieldsô position, thereby successfully initiating 

institutional change.  

I examine here this question analyzing the micro-processes through which cultural 

brokers can initiate institutional change.  The type of institutional change analyzed is the 

transposition (Sewell 1992; Boxenbaum and Battilana 2005) of practices across 

organizational fields characterized by competing institutional logics. For transposition to 

qualify as institutional change, the transposed practice can be legitimized and 

institutionalized in the field from which it is transposed (source field), but it must be 

divergent from the institutional logic of the field to which it is transposed (target field). This 

is often the case with the transposition of global practices in local institutional settings: 

despite these practices are usually legitimized at the global level, their transposition in local 

contexts can be more problematic (Marquis and Battilana 2009). Examples of these practices 

include the diffusion of managerial practices and theories (Guillen 1994; Boxenbaum and 

Battilana 2005) or of cultural practices, such as philosophical theories or architectural styles 

(Molnar 2005; Guillen 1994). I examine here this latter category by analyzing the 

transposition of an explicitly cultural practice or paradigm (i.e. architectural style), placing 

the ñmeaning-carrying capacityò of the practice at the center of analysis, as recently 

recommended by institutional scholars of cultural practices (Griswold 1987; Lamont 1987). 

Empirically, I examine the case of the transposition of Frank Gehryôs global 

architectural style in the local institutional domain of Chicagoôs public architecture, focusing 

on how an cultural brokerôs resource mobilization process was instrumental in achieving this 

transposition. Specifically, I analyze this transposition in the context of the City of Chicagoôs 

Millennium Parkôs project (1997-2004). I investigate the unexpected decision to invite Frank 

Gehry for a complete re-design of the largest and most visible part of an earlier master plan 
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of Millennium Park, which was initially conceived as a classic beaux-arts garden to complete 

the vision of Chicagoôs 19
th
 century architectural icon Daniel Burnham. This radical iconic 

shift from Daniel Burnhamôs beaux arts plan to Frank Gehry post-modern architectural style 

occurred, totally unexpected, via the unprecedented ï225$ million total- fund-raising 

mobilization of Chicagoôs cultural and philanthropic elites orchestrated by a prominent 

member of Chicagoôs business community (e.g. the cultural broker in my case), appointed by 

the Mayor of Chicago as the civic fund-raiser of the project. Being backed by the earliest and 

single largest, 15$ million donation, to the project, the Gehryôs change was the jump-starting 

and key defining moment of the successful hybridization of fund-raising and design, which 

was doomed to revolutionize the whole design plan of Millennium Park. 

Data show that the brokerô successful resource mobilization was constrained by the 

presence of two competing institutional logics co-existing in the interstice between the two 

organizational fields that the broker happened to bridge: the field of business and cultural 

elite philanthropy, on one side; the field of public government and local architectural 

professionals, on the other side. These competing institutional logics shaped the mobilization 

context for the civic fund-raiser broker in the project, which faced role tensions due to the 

contradictory expectations on his role from private philanthropic donors and business elites, 

on one side; and from the Mayor, public officials and Chicagoôs local architects, on the other. 

While the former actors expected the broker to act as representative of private interests, by 

pushing for the introduction of global icons in the design of the park; the latter actors 

expected the broker to act as gatekeeper of public interests, by defending the approved classic 

master plan of the park and incorporating global icons only as peripheral ñadds-onò aesthetic 

enhancements on this plan. My analysis of cultural brokerage behaviour will be devoted to 

understand exactly how this crucial role paradox in mobilizing resources has been solved. 
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Findings focus on the micro-processes by which the cultural broker successfully 

mobilized resources around the Gehryôs change, despite the pressures on his role at the local 

level, originating from the conflicting institutional logics surrounding the mobilization 

context. The process identified is defined ñsilent mobilizationò, including several sub-

processes: targeting strategic resources supporting change and constraining the autonomy of 

the defenders of the institutional status-quo; developing a vision for change without 

disclosing it to the defenders of the institutional status-quo (i.e. via decoupling of vision and 

action in mobilizing for change) and avoiding direct confrontation and negotiation with them; 

co-opting in mobilization efforts representatives of the institutional status-quo by exploiting 

conflicts and fragmentation among them; wrong-footing defenders of the institutional status-

quo by negotiating only after the strategic resources for change have been secured. Before 

turning to an exposition of the case study data and findings, I develop below the concept of 

cultural brokers, focusing on the role that these actors can play in instances of institutional 

change.  

 

Theory: Cultural  Brokers and Institutional Change  

Rao et al (2000: 251) define an interstice as a gap between distinct organizational fields, 

arising when problems, issues or opportunities persistently spill over from one field to 

another (see also Morrill 2000; Mann 1986). Building on the notion of interstice, I define 

cultural brokers as actors spanning an interstice between different organizational fields. 

Cultural brokers are then the inhabitants of interstitial spaces forming across fields.  

Examples of interstices include the overlap between practitioners of traditional and 

alternative medicine (Kleinman 1996) or between commercial science and basic biomedical 

science (Powell et al. 2005). Interstices are by definition heterogeneous, containing multiple, 

sometimes contradictory, institutional logics and organizational practices, thereby facilitating 
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the emergence of alternative practices (Morrill 2000).  Cultural brokers can be individuals, 

organizations or interstitial networks of players that coalesce around an interstice, 

experimenting with alternative practices to solve problems or pursue opportunities affecting 

multiple organizational fields. 

Cultural brokers are different from traditional network brokers (e.g. Burt 1992). A 

long tradition of network studies has identified many advantages accruing to brokers because 

of their intermediate structural positions in between disconnected actors (e.g. Burt, 1976, 

1992; 2004; Galaskiewicz, 1979; Marsden, 1982; Gould and Fernandez, 1989; Obstfeld 2005; 

Fleming 2007; Rider 2009). However, this predominantly positive conception of brokers pays 

surprisingly limited, if any, attention to the broader institutional and cultural context in which 

brokers operate, and to the institutional constraints that can possibly limit brokersô action (but 

see Baker and Obstfeld 1999; Padgett and Powell 2011). Social network studies of brokerage 

mostly focused on the structural and material aspects of social embeddedness, implicitly 

conceiving social structures as networks of information and other resources flowing through 

social relations. Yet, social structures are made not only of resources but also of the shared 

cultural schemas, rule and beliefs ïi.e. the institutions- that inform the use and value of those 

resources in a particular institutional domain (e.g. Giddens 1984; Sewell 1992). The concept 

of cultural brokers focuses on these cognitive, symbolic, and most genuinely cultural, aspects 

of social structure (Di Maggio 1997), which have been generally de-emphasized in the 

literature on network brokerage.  

Differently than a resource-based conception of brokerage, the notion of cultural 

brokers intends to capture situations where óthe levels or groups that they -i.e. brokers- 

mediate between are separated or segmented by barriers of culture, language, distance or 

mistrustô (Gould 1989: 534). In other words, the óholeô bridged by an cultural broker takes 

the form of a more or less institutionalized cultural ñgapò (Welgrod 1968) or ñsynapseò (Wolf 
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1956) rather than a gap in a resource network. Thus, an cultural broker is a special type of 

network broker spanning the enduring cultural differences which can underlie the existence 

and persistence of an interstice between distinct organizational fields. Take, for example, the 

case of Professor Paul Sachs described by Di Maggio (1992: 131), who connected the 

distinctive organizational fields of art and finance, playing a central role in the emergence of 

museums as a legitimate model. According to Di Maggio (1992), what made this broker 

crucial was the cultural distance between the two ósocial worldsô that he bridged ïi.e. the 

different meanings attached to roles and practices in the two distinct organizational fields of 

finance and art. The existence of institutional and cultural differences among members of 

different fields gives rise to constraints and opportunities of a different nature (see above) 

than the resource and information advantages usually examined in social network studies of 

brokerage. These different constraints and opportunities on brokerage behaviour are not fully 

captured by a purely structural-material network approach to brokerage. This motivates the 

need for a different cultural-symbolic conception of brokerage highlighted by the concept of 

cultural brokers.  

Differently than network brokers spanning structural holes (e.g. Burt 1992), cultural 

brokers do not derive advantages from being unique points of contact between otherwise 

unconnected actors
1
, but to the loosening of the institutional óiron cageô (e.g. Di Maggio and 

Powell 1983) happening in the interstice among fields. Indeed, cultural spaces offer 

opportunities for institutional change exactly because in those in-between spaces ñrules, 

identities and conventional practices are loosened from their taken-for-granted moorings and 

alternative practices can emergeò (Morrill 2000, p. 30). At the same time, projects of 

changing institutions can become ñmore challenging at the intersection of multiple 

                                                           
1
  Indeed, while a network broker benefits from the disconnection of alters, an cultural broker may in principle 

not be the only actor connecting distinct fields, and still enjoy advantages (compared to non-interstitial actors 

embedded in only one field) due to the loosening of taken-for-granted institutions in an interstice. 
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organizational fields, due to the diverse interest, multiple (often competing) frames, and 

entrenched  sources of resistanceò (Rao et al 2000, p. 251).  

These opposite interstitial forces are likely to be reflected in constraints and opportunities 

for the inhabitants of the interstice. By being simultaneously exposed to the multiple 

institutional logics characterizing the different fields that they bridge, interstitial brokers can 

more easily distance themselves from existing institutions, thereby envisioning alternative 

courses of action for institutional change (e.g. Boxenbam and Battilana 2005; Durand and 

McGuire 2005; Greenwood and Suddaby 2006). While interstitial brokers may have vision 

advantages for initiating institutional change, they can also face hurdles to concretely realize 

the envisioned change. Particularly, mobilizing and combining resources across different 

fields -in order to support a change breaking with existing institutions- is likely to be difficult 

for an interstitial broker. Members of the different fields adjacent to the interstice are likely to 

have different expectations on a brokerôs role, which will often translate in incompatible and 

incongruent demands on brokerage behaviour (e.g. Fernandez and Gould 1994).Thus, 

interstitial brokers will probably face the problem of engaging multiple role expectations, 

incurring into potential sanctions ïsuch as overt opposition or passive resistance- when 

conforming to any specific role in the eye of the different constituencies located in the fields 

that they bridge (Padgett and Ansell 1993). For these reasons, it becomes fundamental to 

understand the micro-processes through which interstitial brokers can balance these opposite 

forces and successfully initiate institutional change dynamics. 

 

Data and Methods 

Historical case studies offer tremendous opportunities to examine how social 

structural processes ïsuch as brokerage- can contribute to change in ways that both cross-

sectional and even current longitudinal research cannot. Indeed, as Kieser (1994: 61 1) noted, 
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historical analysis provides the ability to understand how existing actions and social 

structures are not determined by laws but, rather, are "the result of decisions in past choice 

opportunities, some of which were made intentionally and others more implicitly." This 

ability is what we need to understand more fully the reciprocal links between the concrete 

actions of brokers and the social force of the larger social structures in which these 

individuals are embedded. Ultimately, the purpose of such an analysis is not to develop a set 

of general rules that apply across all cases but, instead, to look at the concrete details of 

action in the context of a particular social and institutional structure. 

To establish a relationship between the resource mobilization micro-processes enacted 

by the broker at the local project level and the presence of competing institutional logics at 

the macro-level, I adopted a multi-level research design focused on the key event examined 

(Sewell 1996), e.g. the decision to invite Gehry to re-design a portion of Chicagoôs 

Millennium Park. Starting from this event as epicentre, I first zoom out on the socio-

structural context surrounding the event, with a network analysis of the multiple social 

structures in which the actors involved in the change event were embedded at the time in 

which the change happened. This analysis allows identifying the two organizational fields 

surrounding the Millennium Park project, while also formalizing the brokerôs network 

position in between these two fields. Second, drawing on the data described below, I 

empirically derived the two institutional logics of business/cultural elite philanthropy, and 

public government, as these logics had been concretely enacted and played out in the local 

Chicagoôs context of the time (1997-2004). Finally, I analyzed the concrete actions of, and 

micro-interactions among, the actors involved in the specific sequence of events from which 

the Gehryôs change decision emerged out. Thus, I adopt a multi-level, embedded, 

longitudinal case study research design (Yin 2003), by looking at the interactions across three 

levels as described in Figure 1 below. 
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Figure 1 ï Multi -level Research Design 

 

These three analyses rely on multiple types of data and methodologies. The bulk of 

the data is constituted by two primary-source internal archives of the project provided first-

hand by the project manager and the chief fund-raiser broker. These archives provide fine-

grained data on the temporal sequence of interactions among the key decision-makers in the 

Gehryôs change, while at the same time recording important traces of the perceptions of these 

actors at the time in which the events occurred. I integrated these primary-source archival 

data with both secondary-source archival data (e.g. newspapers, specialized publications, 

historical documents) and with interviews on the field, which I used jointly to derive the 

institutional logics surrounding the mobilization context. Table 1 below illustrates the number 

and type of primary interviews conducted and the secondary interviews conducted during the 
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development of the project by historian Timothy Gilfoyle (2006) and accessed through the 

archives of the Chicago Historical Society. Finally, for the network analyses, I relied on a 

series of biographical information (e.g. CVs, Whoôs Who) and publicly available datasets 

(e.g. guidestar.org, Proquest, Illinois election database) to analyze the multiple network 

structures in which these actors were embedded at the time of the change. Methodologically, 

I used a longitudinal case study design (Eisenhardt, 1989; Pettigrew, 1990), adopting an 

historical perspective to understand the phenomenon as it unfolded over time (Kieser, 1994). 

While in the analyses I use different techniques depending on the type of data, the bulk of the 

primary-source archival data have been analyzed inductively, through the iterative qualitative 

data analysis techniques defined by Miles and Huberman (1984). 

 

TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE  

 

Research Setting 

The selection of Frank Gehry as new Millennium icon of Chicagoôs public 

architecture occurred in the context of the development of City of Chicagoôs Millennium 

Parkôs project (1997-2004). This park is arguably the most important architectural project in 

the last 50 years of Chicagoôs public architecture, an extra-ordinarily successful, 475$ million 

total, urban park featuring an unprecedented combination of global avant-garde architecture, 

interactive monumental sculpture and innovative landscape designs (Gilfoyle 2006). A 

picture describing how this park looks today is provided in Figure 2 below. As discussed, in 

the context of this project, I focus on the mobilization process leading to the unexpected 

decision to invite Frank Gehry for a complete re-design of the largest and most visible part of 

an earlier master plan of Millennium Park.  
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Figure 2 ï The Final Design of Millennium Park  (July 2004) 

 

Case Study Findings  

Case study findings are organized in two main sections. In the first section, I 

document the main events connected to the Gehryôs change, showing that this institutional 

change occurred at the intersection of two competing institutional logics, illustrating the main 

differences between the two logics, and providing evidence on the role tensions experienced 

by the interstitial broker in the presence of the two competing logics. For convenience, in this 

preliminary version of this paper, I explicitly structured my discussion of this section teasing 

out alternative explanations of this institutional change, in order to emphasize the relevance 

and necessity of an analysis of brokerage behaviour to properly understand the mechanisms 

behind this change. The second section focuses on the specific micro-processes through 

which the interstitial broker was able to overcome the role tensions, successfully mobilizing 

resources around the Gehryôs change.  
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Frank Gehry as New Icon of Chicagoôs Millennium: An Iconic Change at the 

Intersection of Two Competing Institutional Logics 

Table 2 below reports the chronology of the events leading to the selection of Frank 

Gehry as new icon of Chicagoôs public architecture. As discussed, the selection of Gehry 

occurred in the context of the Millennium Park project, a private-public project launched in 

1998 by City of Chicagoôs Mayor Richard M. Daley to build a new public park celebrating 

the new Millennium. This park was initially conceived as the completion of the most popular 

public park in Chicago ïi.e. Grant Park- which was designed by Daniel Burnham, one of the 

iconic architects of Chicagoôs celebrated 19
th
 century architecture. This design is visually 

depicted in Figure 3 below. 

 

 

Figure 3 ï The Initial Design Master Plan for Millennium Park (July 1998) 

 

This beaux-arts master plan was approved by the Mayor, by the architects of record 

and city planner of the project, and by Chicago community organizations which were long 
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advocating the completion of Grant Park. Everything seems to proceed so smoothly in the 

Millennium Park project that, as soon as approved, the classic master plan was put under 

construction on a ñfast trackò in order to complete the park in time for the Millennium. In this 

context, the Mayor asked the CEO of a global corporation headquartered in Chicago, and a 

well-known civic leader and fund-raiser in the city, to chair a private donor committee to 

raise private donations for funding a few small ñartistic enhancementsò (e.g. sculptures, 

garden landscapes, etc.) to be put on top of the approved master plan. This small event was 

doomed to revolutionize the destiny of the Millennium Park project, and the history of 

Chicagoôs architectural icons with it.  

Indeed, as part of the fund-raising campaign led by the civic fund-raiser, a prospect 

philanthropic donor asked, in exchange of a major 15$ million dollar donation from her 

family, to invite Frank Gehry to re-design the most visible and central architectural element 

of the classic beaux-arts master plan of Millennium Park. Despite the classic beaux-arts 

project was already publicly approved and directly sponsored by the Mayor of Chicago, the 

fund-raiser broker was able to smoothly secure the donation of the donor and to have the 

Mayor changing his mind, approving the Gehryôs radical change of the Burnham-inspired 

beaux-arts park plan.  

TABLE 2 ABOUT HERE  

 

At a first glance, the relatively smooth process leading to the introduction of Gehry in 

the Millennium Park project described above might be explained by a number of ñeasyò 

alternative explanations, which would make an in-depth analysis of the behaviour of the 

broker un-necessary. A first alternative explanation could be that the high legitimacy and 

reputation of Frank Gehry as a global archi-star at the time (i.e. in 1998, Frank Gehry had just 

completed the Bilbaoôs Guggenheim Museum, the masterpiece project which made him 

famous around the world) facilitated the smooth adoption of Frank Gehry in the local context 
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of Chicagoôs public architecture. If this alternative explanation is supported by empirical 

evidence, the Chicagoôs Millennium Park Gehryôs case examined here should be better 

qualified as a case of diffusion of a widely legitimated cultural practice rather than as a case 

of institutional change. A second alternative interpretation of the process above would point 

to an obvious fund-raising-plus-money, purely resource-driven, explanation.  

In the next couple of paragraphs, I would provide evidence that contradicts the first 

alternative explanation ïby showing that Gehryôs legitimacy in the global architectural field 

was actually a liability for adoption in the local context of Chicago, the city of ñGreat 

American Architectureò, proud of its own, home-grown, architectural icons. In addition, I 

will show that the second alternative explanation ïi.e. that ñbig moneyò explain the success 

of the mobilization for change- covers only part of the story. I will provide evidence that the 

local context in which the resource mobilization process occurred was constrained by the 

presence of two competing institutional logics which made the mobilization process daunting 

and difficult for the fund-raiser brokers. In fact, the smooth process described above was 

punctuated by a series of underlying tensions behind the scenes, which reveal that a more 

complex dynamics of change underlie the introduction of Frank Gehry in Chicagoôs 

Millennium Park.   

 

Teasing Out Alternative Explanation no.1: Adoption of Gehry as Chicagoôs Icon explained 

by Gehryôs Legitimacy as ñArchi-starò 

Although at the time of transposition Frank Gehry was already legitimized as a star 

architect at the global level -and his postmodern architectural style was celebrated as an 

example of ñglobal architectural iconicityò in the professional field of architecture (Sklair 

2005)- data reveals that Gehryôs architectural style and his global archi-star status actually 

diverged significantly from the institutions governing the reproduction of architectural 
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symbols in Chicagoôs public architecture of the time, which emphasized localism and 

aesthetic conservatism.  

Chicagoôs public architecture has always been characterized by a high degree of localism. 

Before Gehry and Millennium Park, major public projects in Chicago were typically 

commissioned to local Chicago-based architects and constructors. At the time of his 

appointment, Frank Gehry was the first non-Chicago based architect to be commissioned the 

design of a major City of Chicagoôs public project such as a Millennium Park. Being proud of 

Chicagoôs history and identity as the great ñAmerican city of architectureò, and taking 

advantage of the vast architectural knowledge and professionalism embedded in the city, 

Chicago Mayors and policy-makers have always had a strong preference for local architects. 

Not surprisingly, when the Frank Gehryôs design was first announced, several newspaper 

editorials accused Mayor Daley to look for a ñBilbao effectò (Gilfoyle 2006). Similarly, some 

of the reactions of Chicago architects and civic leaders of the time vividly testify the local 

tendency of Chicagoôs public architecture:  'It's as if the French started importing wine, what 

do they think? Nobody can do something here?'ó (Civic Leader); 'It's Chicago's millennium, 

and what do we do?ó We go get somebody from Los Angeles. It's disappointing we can't 

regenerate here in the city by ourselvesò (Chicago Architect).  

Not only the introduction of Gehry ran against the traditional principle of localism 

permeating Chicago public architecture, but also Gehryôs signature architectural style -post-

modern, iconic and avant-garde- significantly diverged from the prototypical, aesthetically 

conservative, repertoires historically dominating Chicagoôs public architecture, with special 

reference to Chicagoôs public parks design. Historically inspired by the idea of ñparks for the 

peopleò, Chicagoôs public parks have been traditionally valued functionality and public 

amenities over art and iconic structures (Vinci, 1986). More specifically, at the time of 

Gehryôs transposition in Chicagoôs Millennium, Mayor Daleyôs administration was carrying 
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forward a new beautification program aimed at restoring the aesthetic repertoires of the great 

Chicago of the early 20
th
 century. As testified by the beautification projects proposed by the 

Daleyôs administration before 1998, these projects were classic in style, featuring several 

architectural elements of the beaux-arts style that constituted the typical aesthetic repertoires 

of the past. Indeed, the Millennium Park project in which the Gehryôs change occurred was 

initially envisioned as the culmination of this beautification program. Consistently, the early 

design of the park was envisioned as classic beaux-arts garden emphasizing formality and 

symmetry. In contrast, Gehryôs design and signature architectural style was universally 

acknowledged as the pioneer of an avant-garde, post-modern and iconic, architectural style. 

Thus, architecturally and aesthetically, the Gehryôs change in the Millennium Parkôs project 

was in stark contrast, not only with the architectural vision behind the beaux-arts plan 

approved by the Mayor, but also with the aesthetic symbols of Mayor Daleyôs beautification 

program and, more generally, with the traditionally conservative aesthetic repertoires of 

Chicagoôs public park design. Figure 4 below summarize these three typical institutions of 

Chicago public architecture and illustrates why a Frank Gehryôs design proposal constitute a 

deviation from these institutions:  
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Figure 4 ï Frank Gehry as Divergent Change from the Institutions of Chicagoôs Public 

Architecture 

 

Alternative Explanation no.2: The Institutional Environment Facilitated the Mobilization of 

Resources in Favour of Gehry 

 A second alternative explanation for the successful and smooth introduction of Frank 

Gehry as a new icon of Chicagoôs Millennium could be that the institutional environment 

surrounding the local context in which the change occurred (i.e. the Millennium Park project) 

facilitated the mobilization of resources in favour of this change. For example, a close 

interconnection between the Mayor and city officials and the private philanthropic actors 

supporting Gehry could have favoured the smooth approval of the Gehryôs alternative in a 

public project such as Millennium Park, constituting evidence in support of this alternative 

explanation.  
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 In contrast, a structural analysis of the social networks surrounding the Millennium 

Park project reveals that this project ïand the specific decision-making process leading to the 

introduction of Gehry- was located at the intersection of two relatively separate 

organizational fields which, as I will illustrate, feature competing institutional logics. Figure 

5 below is a stylized illustration of the two different organizational fields surrounding the 

Millennium Park project, drawing on a network representation the boards of directorsô co-

membership network for the 83 people involved in the Millennium Park project at the time of 

the project inception.
2
  

 

 

Figure 5 ï The Millennium Park Project at the Intersection of Two Different 

Organizational Fields 

                                                           
2
  The 83 people have been selected if they had some formal role and the capability to influence the decision-

making process of the project. According to this criterion, the sample include members of design committees 

in the project, president, vice-presidents and representatives of the different firms involved in the project. As 

said, for collecting network data I mostly assembled individual CVs for these people from Whoôs Who, 

various on-line sources (e.g. zoominfo) and on-line datasets of board of directors in business corporations 

(proquest historical reports) and non-profit organizations (guidestar). Beyond the broker, in the figure I also 

indicated the specific network position of the Mayor and the architect of the record of the first beaux-arts plan, 

with the respective labels of ñMayorò and ñArchitectò. 
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Figure 7 shows that the Millennium Park project put together people coming from two 

different, and relatively separate, organizational fields: the field of Chicagoôs business and 

cultural elite philanthropy, on one side; the field of public government and local architectural 

professionals, on the other side. In addition, as shown in the figure, the fund-raiser broker 

which facilitated the approval of Gehry happened to bridge these two fields. The first field 

encompasses Chicago business and cultural philanthropic elites (typically, CEOs of large 

corporations headquartered in Chicago, members of family-owned business empires in 

Chicago, presidents and officials of large Chicago foundations, art and community patrons, 

presidents of museums and art and architecture experts). Outside the MP project organization, 

these people are typically connected through different ósocial circlesô than the other group. 

For example, these people typically share memberships in non-profit organizations directed 

towards the promotion of (mostly highbrow) arts and cultural activities in Chicago (e.g. the 

Chicago Symphony Orchestra, the Chicago Lyric Opera, the Art Institute, the Chicago 

Horticultural Society, etc.). The second organizational field encompasses construction 

contractors and professionals in the field of architecture, landscape design and engineering, as 

well as City of Chicagoôs officials and representatives working either in central offices of the 

City administration (e.g. Mayorôs office), or in agencies specialized in the governance of the 

construction projects (e.g. CDOT, Chicago Department of Transportation). These people are 

connected to each other through an established history of co-working relationships in public 

construction projects and special urban planning committees, as well as through professional 

associations. They typically share memberships in board of directors of non-profits devoted 

to improve urban planning and architecture in Chicago (e.g. Metropolitan Planning Council, 

Chicago Central Area Committee, etc.) or of professionally specialized associations (such as 

American Institute of Architects, American Transportation Association, etc.).  
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Preliminary analysis of interview and archival data
3
 reveal that actors in these fields 

had different shared, field-level, understandings on several important aspects of their shared 

organized life: 1) the role of private philanthropy in relation to public actors in joint private-

public projects; 2) the basis of legitimacy for defining the ñpublic goodò; 3) the conception of 

community (local vs global); 4) the conception function and role of public architecture and 

aesthetics. Figure 6 below provides a synthetic description of the major features of the 

competing institutional logics emerging from this preliminary analysis. 

 

 

Figure 6 ï The Competing Logics Featured in the Two Organizational Fields 

Surrounding the Millennium Park Project  

                                                           
3
 Following previous studies (Thorton&Ocasio 1999; 2007), I identify institutional logics at the field level in 

three steps: 1) Integrating both interview data and archival material (one periodic newsletter of the City of 

Chicago on public projects vs one business-philanthropic associationôs publication, the Donor Forum of 

Chicagoôs newsletter); 2) Content analyzing the words used by members of the two fields in the interview 

texts and look for differences;  3) Inductively coding from text categories and patterns of relationships (Miles 

and Huberman 1987) to identify main components of institutional logics. Thus, I followed a taxonomic 

approach. However, please note that this data should be interpreted with care and caution at this stage, 

as the coding of archival material is still in process.  

 



24 
 

 

At the local project level, these competing institutional logics shaped two very 

different design visions that the two groups had with respect a celebratory project for the new 

millennium. While the first group -the business and cultural elite people- emphasized public 

art ïand particularly, interactive contemporary public art- as icon of the new Millennium; the 

second group ïpublic city officials, city planners and urban planners- emphasized nature and 

history as means of celebrating Chicagoôs past, present and future ïin line with Grant Parkôs 

spirit of large plain spaces for the peopleôs relaxation and public enjoyment. To give a sense 

of the different visions of these two groups, Figure 7 below contrasts the pictures at which the 

two groups were looking during the development of the project (pictures are drawn from the 

original archives). 

 

 

 

Figure 7 ï Contrasting Icons for Chicagoôs Millennium 
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Most importantly, these competing institutional logics shaped the local mobilization 

context for the civic fund-raiser broker in the project, which faced contradictory expectations 

on his role from private philanthropic donors and business elites, on one side; and from the 

Mayor, public officials and Chicagoôs local architects, on the other. The Mayor of Chicago, 

Richard M. Daley, was backing the initial traditional plan and had envisioned the role of the 

broker and the private sector was envisioned by Chicagoôs Mayor -the ultimate client of the 

project- to be limited to the definition of a few ñadds-onò artistic enhancements (e.g. 

sculptures, garden landscapes, etc.) to be put on top of the approved classic master plan. In 

contrast, donors wanted the architecture of the park to be contemporary, iconic and 

spectacular, and had a significant larger vision for the role of private actors in the park. In 

sum, while donors expected the broker to act as representative of private interests, by 

pushing for the introduction of global icons in the design of the park; the latter actors 

expected the broker to act as gatekeeper of public interests, by defending the approved classic 

master plan of the park and incorporating global icons only as peripheral ñadds-onò aesthetic 

enhancements on this plan. Figure 8  represents visually the competing expectations of the 

Mayor and the donor on the brokerôs role with respect the particular case of the Gehryôs re-

design proposal. The figure depicts a stylized version of the original beaux-arts master plan 

of the park, indicating with red circles or squares the donor-funded design ideas (i.e. the 

aesthetic enhancements described above) which the broker was expected to fund according 

to, respectively, the Mayor and city architects and planners (on the left side of the figure) and 

the donor sponsoring Gehry (on the right-side of the figure). As illustrated by these 

representations and by the quotes below them, the donor wanted the private sector to have a 

much bigger role on the design of the park, significantly extending the area devoted to the 

donor-funded design ideas. More details on this difference in expectations will be provided in 

the narrative reported in the next section. 
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Figure 8 ï Competing Expectations on the Brokerôs Role 

 

In order to successfully mobilize resources from the donor without incurring into the 

active opposition of public actors, the broker had to perform both these contradictory roles. 

At the same time, the visible performance of both these roles would have exposed the broker 

to sanctions and resistance from public actors, or, alternatively, to a failed attempt to mobilize 

from the donor. Most of my analysis of brokerage micro-processes will be devoted to 

understand exactly how the broker solved this crucial role paradox in mobilizing resources, 

by smoothly introducing Gehry, thereby making one of the two logics prevailing on the other, 

without incurring into any sanctions by the ultimate client -and decision-maker- of the project 

(i.e. the Mayor), which had a radically different view on the project.  
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Silent Mobilization as a Brokerage Process of Institutional Change in the Presence of 

Competing Institutional Logics 

In this section, I describe the micro-processes by which the broker successfully 

mobilized resources around the Gehryôs change, despite the pressures on his role at the local 

level exercised from the conflicting institutional logics surrounding the mobilization context.  

As reported in Table 3 below, it is possible to distinguish five phases of this process. I label 

the overall process ñsilent mobilizationò process, including five main sub-processes 

illustrated in the table as phases and described more in detail below. 

TABLE 3 ABOUT HERE  

 

Phase 1: Crafting a Vision for Change and Targeting Strategic Resources for Change 

 Right after his inception in the project, the broker did strategize with his advisors on 

how to approach fund-raising
4
. To give an idea of the brokerôs vision and the degree of 

intentionality behind his actions, it is important to note here that the brokerôs approach to 

fund-raising was significantly different from the expectations on his role in the formal 

organizational structure of the project. 

The fund-raiser broker was expected to perform two tasks: 1) collect small gifts (500-

10.000$), selling ñbricksò or ñplaquesò of the original beaux-arts master plan of the park 

through a major public campaign; 2) select, through one or more ad-hoc design committees 

appositely formed for this purpose, artists to design a few ñartistic enhancementsò planned in 

the original master plan of the park. More specifically, the task of the design committees was 

to select a set of small-scale sculptures and a landscape design for a bounded garden area, 

                                                           
4
 Since this point in time, the fund-raiser worked so closely with two other associates (a fund-raising consultant 

and a PR professional) that it is difficult to distinguish his actions from those of his associates. Thus, 

throughout this paper, I refer to óthe fund-raiserô or ñthe brokerò as a collective noun to indicate the work of 

this small group of people.   



28 
 

initially identified as ócandidate artistic enhancementsô to be added on specific limited 

locations of the park master plan (see figure below). Thus, when the Millennium Park project 

was founded, the two activities of the broker -ñfund-raisingò and ñdesignò (e.g. selecting of 

artistic enhancements)- had been envisioned as separate, modular, activities, to be carried out 

through different organizational devices (private citizen committees vs public fund-raising 

campaign).  

However, empirical evidence shows that, right at the beginning of their activities, the 

fund-raisers had their own brainstorming sessions on the relationship between fund-raising 

and design in the MP project: 

  

ñI was not very excited about the beaux-arts design, I thought we could do much better than 

thatéI mean, in fund-raising you canôt just go out and just beg people for money, you have to 

have a clear vision, you have to explain and believe in what you are asking money foréin 

fund-raising, everything is about strategy. Youôve got to figure out how to make your product 

appealing to the audience youôve got it and how can you have a big audience and 

everybodyôs in Chicago hereò (interview with the broker). 

 

While fund-raising and the overall design of the park were loosely coupled activities 

in the formal organization of the project, the broker understood the óappeal of the productô 

(e.g. the overall design of the park) and the opportunities for fund-raising from a óbig 

audienceô as inseparable components of its fund-raising role. With this overall vision in mind, 

the fund-raiser envisioned a different fund-raising strategy for the park, named the ómajor 

gifts campaignô in contrast with the ósmall gifts campaignô initially envisioned: instead than 

asking for small donations from a multitude of donors selling óbricks and treesô of the park, 

the fund-raiser would select a few major donors among Chicago most prestigious 

philanthropic families and corporations and ask them to contribute a major donation to the 

project (5$ million and up) as a gift from the leadership to the people of Chicago at the time 

of the millennium. In exchange of their major gifts, major donors will have their names on 



29 
 

large areas of the park and they will eventually have also the opportunity to participate in the 

design and development of these spaces
5
. The cornerstone of this new fund-raising strategy 

was the identification of new larger areas on the existing master plan of the park as 

ñenhancement areasò. 

Figure 9 below contrasts the expected role of the broker in the project organization 

and the envisioned, coveted, role of the broker. In the figure, I conceptualize the role of the 

broker in terms of the relationship between fund-raising and design activities (modular vs not 

modular) and in terms of the expected design scope of the enhancements to be added to the 

original master plan of the park. As illustrated above, the broker was expected to carry out the 

activities of design selection and fund-raising separately ïthrough two modular committees- 

as depicted in the bottom left side of Figure 9. Differently, the envisioning of the major gifts 

campaign implied a re-interpretation of these two activities as strictly inter-related, as major 

donors were understood to be the primary source for both financial resources and design 

ideas (see bottom right side of Figure 9). In addition, in the top right-hand side of the figure, I 

illustrate the new areas that the broker identified as enhancements (indicated with ñEò) on a 

map of the existing design plan. Notably, the scope of the new enhancements identified for 

the major gifts campaign is significant larger than the planned enhancements to be selected 

by the fund-raiser according to his expected role in the project (indicated as E on the top left-

hand side of Figure 9). The new fund-raising strategy developed by the broker necessarily 

implied a larger design scope in the project for the private sector, and, as  consequence, more 

significant design changes of the original master plan of the park. 

 

                                                           
5
  The fund-raiser reports: ñWe started out thinking we were going to have a broad based campaign. We would 

sell bricks and all kinds of stuff, as they did with Ellis Island. And I just got increasingly uncomfortable with it 

and I thought we could do it simply by engaging people in the development of the enhancements here. We 

would choose the people whose names we wanted to be on there. Make the presentation of the project and get 

an amount of money sort of reflective of how valuable the space might be to them, and obviously there will be 

naming opportunities and we would control that wellò.  
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Figure 9 ï Expected vs Coveted Role of the Fund-raiser Broker  

 

In the context of the meetings in which the broker developed this new fund-raising 

vision, he strategically targeted, ex-ante, a selected donor to back the Gehryôs proposal in 

order to influence and constrain the approval of the decision by the Mayor. Indeed, 

qualitative evidence from the brokerô personal archive shows that the broker strategically 

targeted the selected donor to back the new design idea in order to influence and constrain the 

approval of the new idea by the Mayor ex-post: ñWe should find a way to get donor involved 

in the project, the family is very close to the Mayor....ò; ñWe have to have a couple of the 

Mayorôs buddies among the donors....ò; ñWe have to face the risks that the Mayor will not 

like the artistôs ideas in the context of the parkò (from the personal archive of the broker). 

Preliminary inspection of quantitative evidence drawn from individual-level electoral 

contribution data to the Mayor by the philanthropic families selected by the broker ïas 

compared by the ones not invited to contribute- seems to confirm this strategy. Figure 10 
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below describes the network of electoral contributions of the top 15 Millennium Park (MP) 

decision-makers for the years 2000-2007
6
. The network includes two types of nodes (i.e. it is 

a two-mode network): 1) electoral committees of different Chicago politicians; 2) the 

individual donors present in the initial list developed by the fund-raiser broker. Links 

between the nodes indicate the amount of money donated by an individual donor to a political 

electoral committee. Given that this is a value network, the more close an individual donor is 

to an electoral political committee the more money that donor is contributing to that 

committee. From an visual examination of the figure, we can see that the donors selected by 

the broker as ñkey prospectsò for the major gifts campaign -indicated with large red circles- 

seem to be much more close to the political committee of Mayor Daley (indicated with the 

large blue circle) than the other individual donors initially targeted by the broker but 

eventually not selected by the fund-raiser broker. In other words, donors targeted for the 

major gifts campaign were Mayor Daleyôs primary electoral supporters.  

 

                                                           
6
  Mayor Richard M. Daley of Chicago has been in office from 1989 to 2010 with no interruption. These data 

include electoral contributions only for the years 2000-2007. The data available for the two campaigns before 

the Millennium Park project (1995 and 1999) contained too many missing values to be considered reliable. 

The top 15 MP decision-makers include only the chairs of the project committees and presidents and vice-

presidents of the firms involved in the project (see network illustrated above). 
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Figure 10 ï Electoral Contribution Network of MP Top Decision-makers, 2000-2007 

 

Phase 2: Decoupling Vision and Action in Mobilizing for Change 

 Despite the broker understood fund-raising and design as strictly inter-related 

activities since his inception in the project, in a next stage we assist to a clear-cut decoupling 

of these activities in two separate organizational structures which carried out these activities 

separately. Indeed, two different and separate committees were formed in order to accomplish 

the brokerôs task. Three design committees with the mission of providing guidance for the 

selection of few adds-on enhancements of the existing park master plan; and a separate fund-

raising committee with the task of rising founds from private donors. This modular structure 

was partly the result of intentional design by the broker and partly was the result of self-

selection of different members of the two members of the project into the different 

committees proposed by the broker
7
.  

                                                           
7
 The broker organized a first general meeting of a ñblue ribbonò citizenship committee in which he invited 

many members of the business and philanthropic community in Chicago and let them meet with the architects 

of record and city planners of the Millennium Park project (in order to introduce and present the approved 




