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Editorial introduction
It is fairly well established that the Vikings “visited” not only their neigh-
boring countries but also went as far as “Vinland” ! as the Viking travel-
ers named the place they discovered on what we now know as the “Amer-
ican continent.” Scandinavian artists in the 19th century went to Southern 
Europe, visiting Rome, Paris and other sites to find inspiration. The “new 
Vikings” – scholars and academics – also travel to Palo Alto in California 
to visit an organization named SCANCOR located right in the middle of a 
beautiful campus at Stanford University.

As Veblen (1915) noted the Scandinavians are known for being pragmatic, 
and for relying on a skill in picking up and making use of what they might 
find along the way. This particular skill is depicted in influential Nordic fairy 
tales about the “Ash Lad,” or “Clumsy Hans” (H.C. Andersen) who is fond 
of staying home and taking care of the fireplace and removing its ashes, but 
who is pushed by his mother to get out of there and thus in quite an unin-
tentional way ends up in competition with his two older brothers, and in 
the end wins the princess and the kingdom (Asbjørnsen and Moe 1888). His 
brothers are both older and much more successful and skilled in all kinds of 
conventional ways. However, it turns out that the older brothers are trapped 
in their goal-oriented thinking, while the Ash Lad is more socially aware and 
able to face the serendipities of life and make use of whatever comes along. 
He thus makes unexpected friends and these friends, in combination with 
the tools he has picked up, become the secrets behind his success. In Kvaløy 
Setreng’s words “instead of being directional and goal-seeking, he is obser-
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vant and fascinated by what presents itself along the road” (Kvaløy Setreng 
1995).

A fairy tale, however, always has a beginning and an end, unlike the story 
we are now going to tell about SCANCOR. It is difficult to determine when 
SCANCOR began, and certainly there does not seem to be an end in sight. 
SCANCOR at 25 years of age displays a lot of vitality and has showed more 
endurance than other similar undertakings, also at the University of Stan-
ford (Scott 2010:453), so perhaps it is rather more like a TV series to-be-con-
tinued than a fairy tale. There seem to be some similarities with the Ash 
Lad and Clumsy Hans fairy tales, however, since the story is also about what 
the Scandinavians and their fellow travelers picked up at Stanford and what 
aquaintances they developed on their way back and forth between California 
and within Europe. In spite of the fact that SCANCOR was formally founded 
with a charter in 1988, one might claim that the origins of SCANCOR date 
back to the late 1960s and early 1970s. The SCANCOR legend states that, 
“In 1968–69 two young scholars from Scandinavia, Johan P. Olsen from the 
University of Bergen and Soren Christensen from the Copenhagen Busi-
ness School, visited James G. March at the University of California, Irvine 
because of their interest in organization theory” (SCANCOR website). Jim 
March returned their visits by spending six months in Bergen and Copen-
hagen, respectively, the following year, prior to moving from the Univer-
sity of California, Irvine to Stanford University in 1971. These encounters 
marked in many ways the beginning of what we know today as SCANCOR, 
the entity that is being celebrated by this special issue of Nordiske Organisas-
jonsstudier. Thus, SCANCOR emerged, out of visits and later on a network 
of Scandinavian and American researchers, who apparently shared a mutual 
interest in traveling together with a research interest in how public reforms 
affect organizational practice. This group of researchers first set out to create 
an informal academic network and then found it best to formalize it. They 
accomplished this goal when they launched the Scandinavian Consortium 
of Organizational Research (SCANCOR) in 1988 at the heart of the Stanford 
University campus at the School of Education.

There are many takes on and different memories about how SCAN-
COR developed and what the significant turning points in the history of 
SCANCOR have been. Several of the contributions in this issue provide 
their take and perspective on SCANCOR and its history (see for example 
Eriksson-Zetterquist and Georg, and Svejenova, Croidieu and Meyer in this 
issue). In the following we will provide an account of the creation and devel-
opment of SCANCOR and the ideas that developed as a consequence of the 
meetings and the journeys associated with it. Of course, it is difficult to get 
such a story right, our lens like most others will be tainted in one way or the 
other. In the spirit of the words of the great American writer Mark Twain, 
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“Get your facts first, then you can distort them as you please,” we present 
some historical “facts” in the following.

PRE-SCANCOR: FROM INFORMAL NETWORK TO FORMAL 
ORGANIZATION (1970–1988)2

After initial visits between Johan P. Olsen, Soren Christensen and Jim March 
in the late 1960s, during the 1970s an informal network of Scandinavian 
scholars gradually formed around professor Jim March at Stanford Uni-
versity. He had on several occasions visited Scandinavia and the research 
institutions in Denmark, Finland, Norway and Sweden where he engaged 
in different kinds of research collaborations with researchers from busi-
ness schools and universities.3 The book Ambiguity and Choice in Organiza-
tions, edited by March and Olsen (1976;1979), contains contributions from 
a number of Scandinavian researchers and is one example and early evi-
dence of this collaboration. The book is about decision making with a par-
ticular focus on loose coupling. It challenges the notions of organizations as 
densely linked systems, marked by clear means-end goals and aligned with 
intentional plans, a research theme in which March and the Scandinavian 
scholars shared a common interest. An informal research network gradually 
emerged around March with a group of Scandinavian scholars consisting of 
Nils Brunsson from the Stockholm School of Economics (Sweden), Søren 
Christensen from the Copenhagen Business School (Denmark), Johan P. 
Olsen from the LOS Centeret (Norway), and Guje Sevon from the Swedish 
School of Economics in Helsinki (Finland).

For more than a decade, from the mid-1970s and till the late 1980s, this 
informal network around March, referred to by March himself as a “com-
munity of scholars” was gradually developed and expanded. Over the years, 
researchers from Scandinavian business schools and universities visited Jim 
March at Stanford University for longer or shorter periods of time. During 
these visits at Stanford University, the Scandinavian researchers (visiting 
professors, Ph.D. students etc.) attended meetings, seminars and courses, 
through which they also acquired contact with Stanford faculty and Ph.D. 
students. Prominent institutional scholars such as W. Richard Scott and 
John W. Meyer and their respective Ph.D. students were among the first 
acquaintances of the Scandinavian scholars visiting Stanford University. 
This is how many Scandinavian researchers were exposed to new ideas and 
new organizational theories, including decision-making theory and institu-
tional theory.4
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SCANCOR 1.0: CREATING AN INSTITUTION (1988–1995)
This special issue of Nordiske Organisasjonsstudier (NOS) commemorates 
the 25-year anniversary of The Scandinavian Consortium for Organiza-
tional Research, also known as SCANCOR. Scandinavians seemingly always 
have liked to travel and it was noted by Thorstein Veblen (1915:43) that 
“these peoples borrowed freely, both in technological and in other institu-
tional matters.”

Towards the late 1980s the Stanford-Scandinavian networks (and the Ash 
Lads and Clumsy Hanses doing the “Viking” travel to Palo Alto) had grown 
to proportions that were increasingly difficult to handle on an informal 
basis. On September 15, 1988 a formal organization was founded at Stanford 
University with a board, a director, and a secretary. The board was composed 
of Scandinavian researchers, one representative per country, and Jim March 
was elected as Director of SCANCOR. The mission of SCANCOR was, and 
is, “to advance research and development in the social sciences, particularly 
in the area of organizational studies; to operate facilities at Stanford Univer-
sity to support Scandinavian visiting scholars at Stanford; to facilitate and 
support collaboration among its member institutions; and to facilitate and 
encourage collaboration among scholars at Stanford, in Scandinavia, and in 
other research centers in Europe” (SCANCOR website).

The funding for SCANCOR came from seven educational institutions 
(universities and business schools) in the Scandinavian countries.5 Each 
member institution paid a fee that ensured sufficient financial resources to 
secure office space at Stanford University. Hence, on March 10, 1989, SCAN-
COR established its physical premises within the Department of Education 
on the Stanford University campus. The visits from Scandinavia, which had 
previously been organized informally, became subject to a formal appli-
cation procedure, through which the board (Nils Brunsson from Sweden, 
Søren Christensen from Denmark, Johan P. Olsen from Norway and Guje 
Sevón from Finland), in collaboration with Jim March, selected among the 
formal applications from scholars applying to visit SCANCOR.

Another example of institutional development is the creation in 1990 of a 
junior network of scholars among Scandinavian Ph.D. students and assistant 
professors. The network was founded on the initiative and financial support 
of the SCANCOR board. Over the next four–five years, the Scandinavian 
Young Scholars Network (SYSN) held annual workshops and conferences 
in the various Scandinavian countries. SCANCOR also organized activities 
so as to enable senior researchers, notably Jim March, Dick Scott and John 
Meyer, to give talks, lectures, and research seminars at the annual meetings 
in the Scandinavian Young Scholars Network. These activities were import-
ant for the creation and maintenance of the network, and for the diffusion 
of ideas and theories to the community of young Scandinavian scholars. 
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The network of young scholars was not created with the intent of diffusing 
institutional theory to Scandinavia but this nevertheless came to be one of 
the effects in the early 1990s, when institutional theory was one of the new 
and exciting theories of social science in Scandinavia (as well as in Europe 
and the United States).

Particularly Swedish and Danish organizational research had a strong 
emphasis on organizational culture and symbolism in the 1980s. In Norway 
the focus was more on the ideas associated with what Johan P. Olsen later 
has called “The Bergen School”: “an organization theory-based approach to 
the study of public administrative behavior, institutions and developments 
in the context of democratic governance” (Olsen 2006:94). This approach 
combined an interest in organizational forms and processes with an interest 
in theories of democracy. One of the reasons for the particular strength of 
this way of practicing organization theory in Norway was the research funds 
and studies associated with the so-called power and democracy project that 
was initiated by the government in 1972 and completed ten years later. A 
similar study was undertaken in Sweden from the mid-1980s (and even in 
Denmark in the late 1990s). In Sweden it was more the business economists 
who were making use of organization theory, also in the study of public 
organizations, whereas it was the political scientists in Norway. The fact that 
Johan P. Olsen was invited to be one of the main contributors to the study of 
power and democracy in Sweden may have boosted the already established 
cooperation between Swedish business economists and Norwegian political 
scientists. It may also have mattered that Nils Brunsson was already cooper-
ating with Johan P. Olsen as member of the board of SCANCOR.

Similarly in Finland it was business economists, such as Risto Tainio and 
Kari Lilja, who were making use of organization theory and cooperating 
with similar minded researchers in Denmark and Norway (Lilja & Tainio 
1996, Christensen 1996, Halvorsen et al. 1996). Their main focus was on 
changes in the organization of the economy and industries and how the 
institutional framework of society provided different societies with different 
kinds of “business systems.” Furthermore, it was in Finland that a particu-
lar brand of discourse studies developed (see e.g. Tienari, Vaara, Bjorkman 
2003). Other Finnish specialties were the activity theory represented by Yrjø 
Engstrøm and the emphasis on innovation theory and strategy as practice 
that developed later. Finland again contributed a different disciplinary mix 
to the SCANCOR melting pot, less influenced by public administration and 
political science than in the case of Norway, but with a greater focus on tech-
nology and innovation studies.

A reason for the further development of cooperation among Nordic 
researchers oriented towards what later has been termed the variation of 
capitalism approach was the ESF-funded research program European Man-
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agement and Organization in Transition (EMOT). In the meanwhile, there 
was also a stronger move towards the development of a Nordic approach 
to institutionalism where the earlier research on organizational culture 
and symbolism was integrated. As mentioned previously, this shift was ini-
tially driven by research on public organizations and public reforms that 
were taking place in Norway and Sweden at the time and the shift was also 
significantly stimulated by the publication of The New Institutionalism in 
Organizational Analysis, edited by Powell and DiMaggio (1991). The books 
Rediscovering Institutions – The Organizational Basis of Politics by March 
and Olsen (1989) and The Reforming Organization, edited by Brunsson and 
Olsen (1993) are prominent examples of the budding interest in new institu-
tionalism and public organizations. During the early 1990s, many activities 
took place, including seminars, workshops, and mini-conferences attended 
by researchers from Scandinavia and Stanford University. In 1992, for exam-
ple, a group of eight scholars from the Copenhagen Business School visited 
researchers from both New York University and Stanford University. The 
following year a mini-conference in Denmark led to the publication of The 
Institutional Construction of Organizations – International and Longitudinal 
Studies (Scott & Christensen 1995). The publication was one of the first joint 
publications within institutional theory including researchers from Scandi-
navia as well as from US. Another outcome of this encounter was that the 
“traffic” of researchers between Scandinavia and US over the next couple 
of years became more multi-directional, as some North American scholars 
spent a semester or an entire year at Scandinavian research institutions.6

SCANCOR 1.1: INSTITUTIONAL MAINTENANCE AND CONSOLIDATION 
(1995–1999)
One might argue that during many of the early years, the work of Scandi-
navian organization scholars was difficult to distinguish from that being 
conducted elsewhere. At the very least, their work was not as articulated and 
distinct as we would argue that it has come to be in recent years.

In particular the institutionalist tradition has gained momentum, but this 
tradition is a fairly “open tent” and has allowed for the pragmatic vikings to 
pick up a lot during their travels and conference gatherings related to SCAN-
COR. In a typically Scandinavian pragmatic way, organization theorists 
picked up elements from other theoretical strands such as Actor Network 
Theory, historical-comparative studies, network research and innovation 
studies. Such studies were now presented in joint volumes (Czarniawska & 
Sevon 2003) and festschrifts (like the one for Jim March edited by Brunsson 
and Olsen in 1998) as both a display of the Nordic variety of organization 
studies and the increasing tolerance the various approaches showed towards 
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each other. After many years of network building and academic exchange 
of scholars and ideas, the organization theory tradition in Scandinavia now 
seemed to have found a voice of its own. This voice was not only apparent 
in these joint volumes but also reflected in publications and in conferences 
and seminars that Scandinavian organization theorists have organized since 
the mid-1990s. One example is the symposium on “Action in Institutions” 
held in conjunction with the 1995 Academy of Management Meeting in 
Vancouver. The Scandinavian voice is evident in the announced call, which 
states that “the purpose of the symposium is to address the troubling gap in 
new institutional analyses of organizations – the seeming lack of a theory 
of action.” On the initiative of Scandinavian researchers, the symposium 
explicitly explored the role of actors and action in institutional analysis. 
Scholars from both Scandinavia and North America attended the sympo-
sium, which in 1997 gave rise to the special issue on “Action and Institu-
tions” in American Behavioral Scientist (edited by Christensen, Karnøe, 
Strandgaard Pedersen and Dobbin).7

During the late 1990s, SCANCOR also hosted several seminars and 
conferences, including a seminar on “Standardization” in 1997, followed 
by the publication of the book A World of Standards, edited by Brunsson 
and Jacobsson in 2000. The book by Røvik (1998) Moderne organisasjoner: 
Trender i Organisasjonstenkningen ved Tusenårsskiftet [“Modern Organiza-
tions: Trends in Organizational Research by the Millennium”] (authors’ 
translation) is another significant publication and example of Scandinavian 
organization theory from the 1990s. Røvik followed up with a book in 2007, 
Trender og Translasjoner [“Trends and Translations”] (authors’ translation) 
where he explicitly sought to develop a Scandinavian pragmatic variety of 
institutionalism (Røvik 2007).

Perhaps the most significant landmark in relation to creating a distinct 
brand of Scandinavian institutionalism was the edited volume Translating 
Organizational Change by Barbara Czarniawska and Guje Sevón (1996). 
This book, which brought together Scandinavian and non-Scandinavian 
researchers, articulated several important research agendas within institu-
tional theory. The volume introduced the concept of “Scandinavian Institu-
tionalism” and also imported the notion of translation from actor network 
theory into institutional theory.8 The Scandinavian approach to translation 
challenged the notions of isomorphic diffusion that had so far dominated 
organizational research and became a core feature of Scandinavian Insti-
tutionalism. Examples of this research stream and the concepts they have 
used to capture the phenomenon of local adaptation are, apart from “Trans-
lation” (Czarniawska & Joerges, 1996: Boutaiba & Strandgaard Pedersen, 
2003; Boxenbaum, 2006; Røvik, 2007), “Editing” (Sahlin-Andersson, 1996; 
Sahlin & Wedlin, 2008), “Transposition” (Boxenbaum & Battilana, 2005), 
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and “Social transformation processes” (Strandgaard Pedersen & Dobbin, 
2006).

SCANCOR 2.0: REACHING OUT TO EUROPE (1999–PRESENT)
As mentioned above, the so-called EMOT program developed further coop-
eration both among Nordic researchers and other researchers in Europe 
interested in business systems and the role of institutions in organizing 
business and societies. This provided inspiration for comparisons of the 
Nordic countries as well (Byrkjeflot et al. 2001; later: Kjær & Slaatta 2005, 
Kristensen & Lilja 2011).

The early comparative studies of business systems and institutions related 
to EMOT gave inspiration to study the spread of management practices in 
Europe and the outcome was an interesting mix of historical and institu-
tional approaches to the “Creation of European Management Practices” in 
Europe. This research program, managed by Lars Engwall from the Univer-
sity of Uppsala in Sweden studied processes of production, circulation and 
consumption of management ideas from an institutional and historical per-
spective. Through a series of workshops and seminar activities, the research 
program brought together a number of Scandinavian (as well as other Euro-
pean) scholars working with institutional theory and historical compari-
sons. For several years, this group of researchers organized sub-themes at the 
annual meeting of the European Group of Organization Studies (EGOS), 
alongside other workshops on business systems as well as other predominant 
themes in Nordic organization theory. In relation to the CEMP research pro-
gram, SCANCOR also organized a conference on “Carriers of Management 
Knowledge” at Stanford University in 1999.9

The year 1999 marks an important change at SCANCOR. The founding 
parties and the first generation of board members at SCANCOR (Jim March, 
Nils Brunsson, Søren Christensen, Johan P. Olsen, and Guje Sevón) decided 
to step down to make room for the next generation. Professor Walter W. 
Powell replaced Jim March as director of SCANCOR, and Kristian Kreiner 
(Denmark), Kari Lilja (Finland), Per Lægreid (Norway), and Kerstin Sah-
lin-Andersson (Sweden) became the new board of SCANCOR. From 2001 
a principle of rotation was introduced, involving a shift of board members 
after either four or eight years. The changing of the guard was followed by 
a reorientation and change in focus, from a Scandinavian focus to a Euro-
pean focus. This was also signified by the inclusion of a limited number of 
associate membership institutions over the years, such as Mannheim, Maas-
tricht, ESSEC (Paris), IESE (Barcelona) and WU Vienna, extending the con-
cept of Scandinavia and inventing the notion of “Southern Scandinavians” 
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(see contribution by Svejenova, Croidieu and Meyer for more details on the 
“Southern Scandinavian” perspective).

Since the turn of the century, the annual meeting of EGOS (European 
Group of Organization Studies) has played a role in the institutional main-
tenance of the various institutionalisms alongside other trends in Nordic 
organization theory and more generally, organizational theory in Europe. 
Since 2004 SCANCOR, under the leadership of Woody Powell, has been 
organizing a doctoral workshop on institutional theory that brings doctoral 
students from the Scandinavian member organizations into contact with 
one another as well as with doctoral students and faculty from the United 
States. After two editions had taken place at Stanford, the Ph.D. workshop 
became a traveling workshop.10 More recently, since 2007, formal alumni 
networks have been established in each of the Scandinavian countries and 
also one for the rest of Europe. For the most part these networks have been 
used to disseminate information, but there have also been some informal 
and formal gatherings, such as when the SCANCOR director visits Helsinki 
or when SCANCORians in Stockholm meet over a cup of coffee (fika). In 
2008, the alumni association in Norway organized a conference with 50 
participants on “the neoliberal state – perspectives and experiences.” Some 
of the papers were later published in a special issue section of Norsk Stats-
vitenskapelig Tidsskrift (Askim, Byrkjeflot & Christensen 2009). Since their 
foundation, the alumni networks have grown in their numbers to more than 
600 Scandinavian scholars who have visited SCANCOR over the years. The 
number of alumni from other European countries has also continued to 
increase and there have been 11 scholars from Iceland over the years.

On November 21, 2008, SCANCOR celebrated its 20 year anniversary 
with a conference titled “Kindred Spirits – developing ideas to catch and 
release,” in the company of its alumni network and friends of SCANCOR. 
Other celebratory conferences have, for example, included “Great Scott 
Conference” for Dick Scott in 2002, “SCANCOR Institutions Conference” 
in 2004, and “Institutions, Networks and Knowledge, an Asilomar Confer-
ence in honor of Woody Powell” in 2012.

In 2008, Woody Powell and the board created the SCANCOR Post Doc 
program, where early career Scandinavian scholars can apply for a limited 
number of post doc positions sponsored by SCANCOR educational institu-
tions and mentored by Stanford faculty (for more on the Post doc program 
see the SCANCOR website). In 2010, Mitchell Stevens took over as SCAN-
COR director after Woody Powell, coming from a position at New York Uni-
versity. One of his first tasks and achievements was to secure a new physi-
cal space at the School of Education (see his account of this experience and 
Eriksson-Zetterkvist and Georg in this issue for a more detailed account on 
the role of physical space in the history of SCANCOR) and install SCAN COR 
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in these new facilities. Since 2011 Mitchell Stevens and the board have also 
secured SCANCOR’s presence and visibility in a European context through 
the highly popular SCANCOR reception at the annual EGOS colloquium.

This slightly tainted narrative of the emergence and development of 
SCANCOR summarizes what we see as a promising combination of prepara-
tion – in the form of intentional actions and manifestations of agency – meet-
ing opportunity, which have been said to be the main ingredients of “luck.” 
Thus we will claim that the formation of SCANCOR, joint book projects, 
exchange of visiting scholars, joint seminars and conferences, young schol-
ars network, joint doctoral courses, and alumni networks are all examples 
of the institutional journey that led to the intentional creation of SCANCOR 
and the unintentional creation of a Scandinavian tradition of organization 
theory. An important outcome of these actions to create, and later formalize, 
a research network between organizational researchers in Scandinavia and 
researchers at Stanford University, is that the shared experiences by “SCAN-
CORIANs” give rise to an emerging sense of collective identity (“a commu-
nity of scholars” as Jim March has entitled his contribution in this issue) that 
may extend far into the future.

Let us now turn to the content of this special issue and through the various 
voices explore and experience how SCANCOR is perceived by the various 
authors in this issue. Many metaphors have been applied to capture and 
describe SCANCOR over the years. In this issue many of these are men-
tioned, seeing SCANCOR as an “inter-disciplinary community,” a “research 
hotel,” a “community of scholars,” a “hospitable organization,” a “feast” and 
a “journey” or “travel.”

In the contribution by Jim March, titled “A Community of Scholars,” the 
readers are let into the context and ideas of the founding of SCANCOR. Not 
surprisingly, the unintentionality of the founders is stressed, and strategy 
and intentionality are portrayed as parts of an emerging process and more 
likely to be seen as an outcome than as input.

In the article by Ulla Eriksson-Zetterkvist and Susse Georg, titled “The 
Sustainability and Serendipity of SCANCOR,” a question raised is: “What 
does it take to build such a research institute?” The answer provided is 
informed by the sociology of translation and the concept of “agencement” 
in an account emphasizing the material dimensions of building a research 
institute like SCANCOR and how the material, spatial and social are inter-
twined. Three physical locations of SCANCOR are examined – the Hoover 
Institution, the top floor of the CERAS building and the present location on 
the ground floor of the CERAS building.

In the contribution by Mitchell Stevens, director of SCANCOR since 
2010, titled “The Space of SCANCOR,” the issue of physical settings and 
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space is continued. The author reflects on the role of space in relation to aca-
demic work, interaction, status signalling and SCANCOR’s present location 
in the CERAS building.

Liisa Valikangas and SCANCOR friends and colleagues, in their contri-
bution titled “Traveling with Ideas – Encounters of People and Perspectives 
at SCANCOR,” thrive on the notion of travel and discuss the role of travel 
in a context of scholarship and intellectual encounters. Exploring the signif-
icance of the temporary nature of visiting and how this change of context 
frees the scholar as well as scholarly thought is the focus of this tale about 
the role of travel.

In the article titled “Welcome to the Hotel California: Strangers and 
Hospitable Organizations”, Silviya Svejenova, Gregoire Croidieu and Renate 
Meyer provide a “Southern Scandinavian” perspective on SCANCOR as a 
“hospitable organization.” The authors address the issue of what the mech-
anisms are that enable pluralism in a homogeneous organization, and how 
they contribute to its vitality. They explore the conditions for the hospita-
ble organization through concepts of “stranger,” “home-comer,” “organiza-
tional identity” and “pluralism.”

In the article by Tom Christensen and Per Lægreid, titled “SCANCOR 
and Norwegian Public Administration Research Development,” the focus is 
on the dynamic relationship between Stanford/SCANCOR organizational 
research and political science research in Norway. Its place in the tradition of 
Scandinavian Organization Theory is discussed with a particular focus on 
what are the influences back and forth in this relationship.

In the contribution by Kristian Kreiner, titled “A Feast of the Fog of 
Reality,” he provides an analysis of SCANCOR inspired by Karen Blixen’s 
Babette’s Feast. Taking as a point of departure the old maps decorating the 
walls of SCANCOR, the author portrays SCANCOR as “a little Scandinavia 
at Stanford University” that celebrates ambiguity and uncertainty and in 
this way the author reflects upon the inestimable importance of the role Jim 
March has played in the creation, development and institutionalization of 
SCANCOR.

In the contribution by Woody Powell, director of SCANCOR 1999–2010, 
titled “Through a Glass Lightly,” he reflects on what he has learned from 
Nordic scholarship and the Nordic countries. He discusses the contribution 
of the particular kind of network studies and institutionalism developed in 
Sweden and the advantages of including the political sciences in the orbit 
of organization studies as has been done in Scandinavia, as well as the kind 
of transparency and equality associated with Nordic organizations. Finally, 
he discusses the literature on the Nordic model and argues that the Nor-
dic countries are not as similar as usually assumed, but that they have their 
pragmatic orientation and ability to form coalitions in common.
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Finally, let us comment on the current understanding of SCANCOR and 
implications for its future. Compared to other research centers SCANCOR is 
a rather peculiar kind of organization, perhaps a rather “incomplete organi-
zation” if we use a term introduced by Ahrne & Brunsson (2009). It neither 
runs research projects nor engages in teaching nor carries out the exchange 
of researchers or students on a regular basis. Neither is it a center of excel-
lence, a think-tank, a career development agency or a consultancy. So what 
is it? Something in between? Perhaps it is exactly the strength of SCANCOR 
that we do not know what it is. As noted in several articles in this issue, 
SCANCOR is a place that has to be created and discovered by the visitors 
themselves, and we assume that both the legacy of open-ness represented 
by Jim March and by the established tradition of cross-disciplinarity in the 
study of organizations both in Scandinavia and at the University of Stanford 
contribute to this atmosphere. The ability to avoid established categoriza-
tions, be it of the disciplinary or organizational kind, may be one of several 
reasons for SCANCOR’s surprising surrival and energy at the age of 25.

So what about the future? Do we find anything in the articles in this spe-
cial issue that may inform us about what future we may expect or want for 
SCANCOR? Jim March has suggested that SCANCOR is really a community 
of scholars, whereas Svejenova and her co-authors indicate that it may be a 
good idea to emphasize its identity as a hospitable organization. From the 
article by Ericsson-Zetterquist and Georg, we learn that it is the serendipity 
and spatiality of SCANCOR that is both its strength and vulnerability. That 
may indeed be the case, although Mitchell Stevens provides us with another 
alternative; he indicates that the established networks of alumni may be a 
key resource for SCANCOR, particularly in the “digital age.” But is it really 
possible to maintain SCANCOR as a community of scholars without the 
kind of space or “home” it has had so far? A lot of questions, and not all 
that many answers. As readers of this special issue you now have the chance 
to reflect more on these issues while reading the articles that we have made 
available for you. Perhaps you are not all that interested in the questions we 
have asked here, or perhaps it is nonetheless better to do like the Ash Lad and 
Clumsy Hans and just enjoy the spirit of the hospitability and serendipity of 
SCANCOR while it is possible. Like the Ash Lad you may just go there, make 
discoveries and pick up what you find on your way. Perhaps it is this attitude 
which is really the secret behind the surprising survival and apparent vitality 
of SCANCOR on its 25th anniversary.

NOTES
1 Acknowledgements: The authors would like to thank colleagues who have made this 

special issue possible. Knut Ebeltoft from Fagbokforlaget, the late Paul Roness, Kristin 
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Rubecksen, the contributing authors, participants at a session at the New Institutional-
ism workshop in Warsaw in March 2013, and SCANCOR for financial support.

2 Parts of the historical description of SCANCOR have previously been published in Box-
enbaum & Strandgaard Pedersen (2009).

3 Jim March’s numerous Scandinavian honorary doctorates testify to this strong relation-
ship.

4 The significance of this contact between Scandinavian and American researchers is also 
noted in Lægreid (2007) and Kreiner (2007) and the discussion of the particularities 
of Scandinavian Organization and Management Theory is discussed in Engwall (1995 
and 2003) and Czarniawska & Sevon (Eds.) (2003). See also Hallet & Ventresca (2006) 
and Dobbin & Schoonhoven (Eds.) 2010 on the significance of Stanford’s organization 
theory community.

5 The seven Scandinavian universities and business schools who contributed to the cre-
ation of SCANCOR were the Copenhagen Business School (Denmark), the Stockholm 
School of Economics (Sweden), the Norwegian School of Economics, the University of 
Bergen and the Norwegian Research Centre in Organization and Management (Nor-
way), the Swedish School of Economics in Helsinki, the Helsinki School of Economics 
and Åbo Akademi (Finland). Later on Iceland has joined the other countries with the 
University of Iceland in Reykjavik as a member.

6 Previously researchers such as Jim March, Arthur Stinchcombe, Richard W. Scott had 
been visitors in Scandinavia. Frank Dobbin, professor at Harvard University, was a vis-
iting scholar at the Copenhagen Business School (CBS) in 1994–1995. He had been a 
student of John W. Meyer. In collaboration with researchers from CBS, he launched a 
doctoral course in “New Institutional Theory,” which has now run for more than fifteen 
years at CBS.

7 Ten years later, in 2005, a group of institutional scholars from Scandinavia, Europe and 
the United States gathered in Denmark for a conference on “New Public and Private 
Models of Management: Sense-making and Institutions,” which resulted in a special 
issue of American Behavioral Scientists in 2006, edited by Westenholz, Strandgaard Ped-
ersen & Dobbin.

8 The concept of translation refers to the notion that ideas change when they travel from 
one context to another, an idea borrowed from French scholars like Bruno Latour and 
Michel Callon (Callon & Latour, 1981: Latour, 1986; Callon, 1986).

9 The CEMP research program has resulted in various publications, for example Sah-
lin-Andersson & Engwall (2002), Amdam, Kvålshaugen & Larsen (2003), Alvarez, 
Mazza & Strandgaard Pedersen (2005).

10 Previous editions of the Institutional Theory workshop were hosted at Stanford Univer-
sity, CBS, Helsinki School of Economics, IESE, Aalto University, University of Mann-
heim, WU Vienna, and is planned for HUJI (Hebrew University of Jerusalem Israel) 
2014.
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I had to find the passage back
To the place I was before

‘relax,’ said the night man,
We are programmed to receive.

You can check out any time you like,
But you can never leave!

Excerpt, Lyrics, “Hotel California”, The Eagles

hos·pi·ta·ble
1: a: given to generous and cordial reception of guests

b: promising or suggesting generous and cordial welcome
c: offering a pleasant or sustaining environment

2: readily receptive: open <hospitable to new ideas>

Definition, The Merriam-Webster dictionary

[S]trangeness means that he, who also is far, is actually near…
Simmel (1950:403)
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Hotel “California” on California Avenue in Palo Alto has a mythical sta-
tus among former, actual, and aspiring fellows and affiliates at SCANCOR, 
the Scandinavian Consortium for Organizational Research. They populate 
its quaint rooms with dreams, proposals, applications, papers, projects, 
and ideas. Their main hospitality experience in the area, however, remains 
SCANCOR itself, as a Stanford University based “research hotel” (2001 
SCANCOR Annual Report) for visiting scholars and their ideas.

SCANCOR was established in 1988 as a non-profit association, gov-
erned by an executive board. Its founders were “five individuals (the found-
ing board of March, Olsen, Brunsson, Christensen, and Sevón) who quite 
explicitly rejected the notion of being constitutionally associated with any 
institution or country bureaucracy. The initial funds came from various 
institutions, but they were not the founders, nor did they have any gover-
nance role” (March, 2013). SCANCOR gave a formal expression to what had 
begun in the late 1960s as a thriving informal network (Christensen 1989) 
based on a shared interest in organizations and “collaborative colleague-
ship” (March 1988), a term capturing the spirit of camaraderie and cooper-
ation. As hinted in the opening excerpt from The Eagles’ lyrics, SCANCOR’s 
facilities at Stanford University are “programmed to receive.” The guests – 
Scandinavian scholars and, occasionally, guests from outside Norden fondly 
referred to as “Southern Scandinavians” – usually “never leave,” transform-
ing their temporary visit into a permanent belonging.

At first glance, SCANCOR is a homogeneously Nordic community with 
a distinctive character (Selznick 1949). Its Nordic identity is reflected in 
numerous symbols and artifacts, from its name – Scandinavian Consortium 
– and the old maps of Scandinavia on its walls (for a depiction of their role, 
see Kristian Kreiner’s essay in this issue), through the Scandinavian furni-
ture in its offices (Christensen 1989), to the celebrations of Scandinavian 
countries’ national days and other holidays. The strong imprints (Stinch-
combe 1965, Marquis & Tilcsik 2013) on the organization come from found-
ing academic networks of Scandinavians and their closest US friend Jim 
March who, in his words, is “hopeless Nordic groupie” who adds “American 
condiments to this Nordic casserole” (March 2003:413). Thus, SCANCOR is 
a “Little Scandinavia at Stanford University” (Kreiner this issue), its Nordic 
temperament taken pride in and taken for granted.

When seen, however, from the vantage point of naïve or perhaps rather 
ignorant “Southern Scandinavians,” less aware of the historical, geographi-
cal, cultural and linguistic confines and subtleties of what is known as Nor-
den, SCANCOR feels heterogeneous and pluralistic (Kraatz & Block 2008), 
with numerous dimensions, layers, and dualities. Homogeneity and plural-
ism are usually difficult to reconcile and tend to act as centrifugal and cen-
tripetal forces, pulling an organization in different directions and posing 
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challenges to its survival and stability. Against such expectations, SCAN-
COR has sustained its vitality over time.

In this paper we seek to unravel an empirical conundrum: What are the 
mechanisms that enable pluralism in a homogeneous organization, and how 
do they contribute to its vitality? We address the conundrum by examining 
the case of SCANCOR and providing a distinctive “Southern Scandinavian,” 
i.e. a strangers’ (Simmel 1950) view of it.

The paper seeks to extend the understanding of organizations by put-
ting forward a template that has not yet been discussed in the relevant lit-
erature – the hospitable organization – which, when institutionalized, allows 
a balancing of uniformity and exclusivity with pluralism and openness to 
strangers. We unravel mechanisms that allow pluralism and heterogeneity 
to become the organization’s unifying feature and a source of its vitality. In 
defining the hospitable organization, we also extend the notions of stranger 
and home-comer (Simmel 1950, Schütz 1944, 1945) to the context of formal 
organizations and connect them with ideas on organizational identity (Pratt 
& Foreman 2000), academic hospitality (Phipps & Barnett 2007), and edu-
cational or academic travel (Veblen 1918, Pels 1999, Scaff 2011).

The paper proceeds as follows. First, we discuss selected theoretical con-
tributions on organizational pluralism and the role of strangers in social 
organizations. Second, we briefly review relevant features of the empirical 
setting, and the data and methods used. Next, we show evidence of SCAN-
COR’s pluralism as well as its different levels and degrees of strangeness. We 
do not discuss its Nordic character beyond what is concisely depicted in the 
introduction and the empirical setting’s description, as “Nordeners” have 
provided insightful accounts of Nordic Organizational and Management 
Theory (see, for example, the contributions to the Czarniawska & Sevón’s 
(2003) edited volume Nordic Lights) as well as Nordic organizations (Kreiner 
& Schultz 1993). Based on our insights, we advance a definition of the hospi-
table organization and articulate five mechanisms that propagate plurality. 
We discuss how it adds to organizational vitality and for what other contexts 
it could be propitious. We conclude with implications and directions for fur-
ther research.

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND:  
ORGANIZATIONAL PLURALISM AND STRANGERS
Organizations are “rationally ordered instruments for the achievement of 
stated goals” (Selznick 1948). At the same time, they are symbolic (Selznick 
1949), “socially constructed systems of human activity” (Aldrich, 1979), 
whose members and other constituencies strive for survival and bound-
ary-maintenance.
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Pluralistic organizations operate across multiple boundaries and simul-
taneously engage in several institutional spheres, “within multiple norma-
tive orders, and/or [are] constituted by more than one cultural logic,” which 
exert numerous and often competing demands on an organization (Kraatz 
& Block 2008). They host divergent goals and are characterized by diffuse 
power (Denis, Lamonthe, & Langley 2001). As a result, they are usually rife 
with contradictions, conflicts, resistance, competing coalitions and logics 
and identities concomitantly at play. This contributes to a fragmented pol-
ity with intractable decisions processes, paralyzed governance, inability to 
change and adapt, which is perceived overall as illegitimate by multiple con-
stituencies (Cohen, March & Olsen 1972, Heimer 1999, Kraatz & Block 2008).

Pluralism may also have positive effects on an organization, as the inter-
action of diverse institutional orders may open up opportunities for cre-
ativity and innovation. Thus, organizations may purposefully encourage 
and engage with different institutional templates, as conflicts resulting from 
bringing these together can be productive (Parker-Follett 1925) and yield 
creative solutions (Courpasson et al. 2012).

Organizations react to pluralism in different ways. They may decrease 
or get rid of it proactively, as illustrated in Selznick’s (1952) The Organiza-
tional Weapon, depicting the Bolshevik party’s use of multiple mechanisms, 
such as isolation of the organizational elite, and its intense socialization and 
indoctrination in a single ideology. As an organization grows, pluralism 
may be unintendedly undermined by institutionalization (Selznick 1949) 
or hierarchization (Burns & Stalker 1961). Organizations can also manage 
competing institutional spheres by compartmentalizing or decoupling them 
(Pratt & Foreman 2000), as in the case of organizations that combine a com-
mercial logic with an artistic (Chiapello 1998), social (Pache & Santos 2013), 
or scientific logic (Colyvas 2007).

They may also integrate competing and/or conflicting spheres through 
consensus or a dominant identity (Selznick 1949, 1957), appropriation of 
these spheres (Powell & Sandholtz 2012), their hybridization (Battilana & 
Dorado 2010) or bricolage (Christiansen & Lounsbury 2013). Moreover, the 
environment may favor organizations that are not pluralistic but, rather, 
able to espouse widely held beliefs about what to do and how to organize 
(DiMaggio & Powell 1983) and, hence, better fitting the categorical expecta-
tions (Zuckerman 1999).

Whether proactively or reactively embraced, however, little is known 
about how pluralism is sustained over time (for exceptions, see Kraatz and 
Block, 2008; Pache & Santos 2013), especially how organizations may turn 
heterogeneity and pluralism into one of their core defining features, making 
them part of their strong and unifying identity.
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One way to sustain organizational pluralism, which has been underex-
plored in the organizational literature, is through an ongoing influx of and 
interaction with newcomers and strangers who bring in new qualities and 
perspectives. Seminal works by Simmel and Schütz have defined the notion 
of a stranger and his or her role in a collectivity. For Simmel (1950), the 
stranger is not a “wanderer who comes today and goes tomorrow,” but rather 
one who comes today and stays tomorrow, engaging with a collectivity both 
spatially and socially, though “he has not quite overcome the freedom of 
coming and going.” Hence, a stranger is “able to connect group membership 
organically with outsidership and opposition” (Pels 1999:68).

As a stranger has not belonged to a collectivity from its inception, he 
or she “imports qualities into it, which do not and cannot stem from the 
group itself” (Simmel 1950). This importation can have effect, if a stranger 
is accepted or at least tolerated by the group, as noted by Schütz (1944). The 
maximum expression of such acceptance and “the highest degree of famil-
iarity and intimacy” (Schütz 1945:370) with a host community is when a 
stranger starts “to feel at home.”

Strangers have a generative force by combining or synthesizing a num-
ber of dualities: wandering and fixation, nearness and distance, indiffer-
ence and involvement (Simmel 1950). They are socially skillful amphibians 
(Powell & Sandholtz 2012, Fligstein & McAdam 2012, Fligstein 2001) that 
navigate across and connect diverse domains, enlisting collaboration. Their 
outsider position prevents them from being “radically committed to the 
unique ingredients and peculiar tendencies of the group” (Simmel 1950). 
The absence of entanglement in existing interests and cleavages often gives 
the stranger a position of influence and has proved important in overcoming 
hegemonic ideas and in mobilizing new individual and collective identities 
(Polletta 1999).

Scholars have further extended Simmel’s and Schütz’s ideas on strangers 
to the case of intellectuals, creators, and academics, such as Bacon’s (2001) 
depiction of Le Corbusier’s and Scaff ’s (2011) account of Weber’s American 
journeys. They have detailed the increasingly nomadic nature of the intel-
lectual stranger (Said 1990, Pels 1999), and how traveling theory (Said 1983) 
and exile understood as “restlessness, movement, constantly being unset-
tled, and unsettling others” (Said 1994:39) influence the trajectory of ideas. 
The intellectual as stranger is “freer, practically and theoretically; he sur-
veys conditions with less prejudice; his criteria for them are more general 
and more objective; he is not tied down in his actions by habit, piety, and 
precedent” (Simmel 1950:405). This unique position of marginality allows 
the intellectual to provide a more reflexive or objective view (Mannheim 
1968), while at the same time engage in translating his or her “knowledge 
about the group – as an object of reflection – into knowledge of the group 
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as an action object” (Czarniawska and Sevón 2008:238). It may also lead to 
certain advantages and disadvantages in sustaining an academic career, as 
described by Czarniawska and Sevón (2008) in the case of foreign women 
professors as double strangers in academia.

Academic travel is not only about the interaction of strangers with their 
host communities. It is also about the difficulties of coming home, which 
is both a “starting-point as well as terminus” (Schütz 1945:370). Strang-
ers expect to find the unfamiliar, while home-comers hope for familiarity, 
re-entering a group of which they have a deep knowledge, and re-establish-
ing relations interrupted by the travel in space and time. As Schütz affirms, 
the challenge is that both home-comer and welcomer have changed: “He 
is neither the same for himself nor for those who await his return” (Schütz 
1945:375).

This paper extends the notion of the stranger (Simmel 1959, Schütz 1944) 
from the context of social collectivities to that of formal organizations, and 
connects it with arguments on organizational pluralism (Kraatz & Block 
2008), organizational identity (Pratt & Foreman 2000), and academic travel 
and hospitality (Pels 1999, Phipps & Barnett 2007, Scaff 2011). To the best 
of our knowledge, the notion of strangers has not been employed by orga-
nizational scholars to improve our understanding of pluralistic organiza-
tions. We argue that strangers are a force that brings vitality to pluralistic 
organizations. For this vitality to be realized and sustained, however, plu-
ralistic organizations need to be hospitable, creating and institutionalizing 
a organizational template that is readily receptive to strangeness and able to 
convert strangers into “known strangers” (Polletta 1999), and even make 
them feel like kin. We offer insights on the generative force of strangeness 
and hospitable organizations with the example of SCANCOR.

EMPIRICAL SETTING
In this study we used SCANCOR as a critical case (Yin 1984, Eisenhardt 1989) 
of a homogeneous, yet pluralistic organization and examined inductively 
the mechanisms that help sustain its pluralism. Seen through our strang-
ers’ eyes, being Scandinavian is a powerful unifying and uniting feature of 
SCANCOR’s organizational identity and a source of scholarly pride for its 
members. It is grounded in “a strong sense in Scandinavia of being different 
– of belonging to a research community which is different from communi-
ties elsewhere” (Kreiner 2007:86), operating in the academic fringe and with 
an “unintendedly benign neglect of the establishment” (March 2003:415). 
At the same time, it is also about taking a keen interest in other traditions 
and being open “to scrutiny, critique and dialogue” (Czarniawska & Sevón 
2003:11).
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Scandinavian organizations are somewhat Quixotean, embarking on 
challenging, unrealistic projects (Kreiner & Schultz 1993). Scandinavian 
management and organization theory are often labelled “Viking,” and char-
acterized by interest in the “praxis” and process of organizing and its local 
embeddedness (Czarniawska & Sevón 2003). The “modern Vikings” seem 
to be influenced by the Carnegie-Tech tradition, particularly the works of 
Cyert, March and Simon (Engwall 1996). They have developed Scandi-
navian branches of scholarship on project management and institutional 
theory, as well as rich accounts on organizational culture and symbolism, 
among other streams of research (Kreiner 2007, Boxenbaum & Strandgaard 
Pedersen 2009).

At the same time, the “Scandinavian” label is a “rather vague one… 
refer[ing] to a very diffuse idea” (Kreiner 2007:84), with several “Nordic 
variations” and “puzzling differences between organization structures and 
management styles” (Byrkjeflot 2003:37), which allow for multiple interpre-
tations. It is this pluralism we set out to explore.

DATA AND METHODS
The study draws on a wealth of sources. We developed insights from publicly 
available documents, such as selected issues of the SCANCOR newsletter 
(1989–1995) and data from SCANCOR’s web (www.scancor.org), including 
annual reports (2001–2012) and current descriptions of what it is and stands 
for.

We also had numerous informal conversations with SCANCOR direc-
tors, former and present board members, fellows, guests, and friends of the 
consortium, which we conducted during 2012–2013, in relation to our work 
on this manuscript. We complemented the gathered data with insights from 
selected unpublished archival sources with documentation on the earlier 
days of SCANCOR. We were granted permission to access them from the 
SCANCOR Board as part of a larger, ongoing research project on the history 
of SCANCOR, supported by a SCANCOR network grant. We also contacted 
the individuals whom we had quoted from these documents to get their 
approval of being referenced in the text.

Last but not least, we added some leaps of imagination and a strong bias 
from our own observations and experiences as “Southern Scandinavians” at 
SCANCOR during different periods from 2008 to 2010. Our outsiders-as-in-
siders’ account complements previous accounts of SCANCOR (e.g. Boxen-
baum & Strandgaard Pedersen 2009), which focus on the Stanford-Scan-
dinavia connection and the role of institutional work in stabilizing and 
institutionalizing it but do not examine the presence and potential role of 
pluralism and strangers.
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In analyzing the data we unraveled themes related to SCANCOR’s plu-
ralism and strangeness, as well as its organizational form. We also developed 
a number of indicators of SCANCOR’s diversity and respective displays of 
their evolution over time, which are reported in Appendix 1. We discussed 
our findings on several occasions in person and over skype or e-mail to reach 
an agreement. We also shared earlier drafts with SCANCORians to get their 
reactions and comments. On the basis of this exploration, we put forward 
the notion of the hospitable organization and discuss its particularities, as 
well as the boundary conditions under which it is applicable. We conclude 
with limitations and directions for further research.

FINDINGS: SCANCOR’S PLURALISM AND STRANGENESS
Despite its unified and unifying Scandinavian character, our study revealed 
that SCANCOR is a rather “strange” and pluralistic organization, along a 
number of dimensions and dualities. Below we first give account of SCAN-
COR’s pluralism. Then, we provide evidence of its strangeness.

SCANCOR’s Pluralism
SCANCOR is a pluralistic organization, which exhibits a number of duali-
ties as well as numerous dimensions of diversity.

In the inaugural issue of the SCANCOR newsletter, Jim March defines 
SCANCOR as “a hotel and a bureaucracy, an office and a bar. … a loose col-
lection of individuals poorly disguised as a normal organization, a state of 
mind more than an institution, a mélange of spirits more than a clear vision” 
(March 1989:5). It is also “a group of friends who happen to do research 
together and engage in the elementary enthusiasm of academic life. They are 
not inclined to separate those activities from drinking wine, hiking in the 
mountains, sailing, or quiet conversations about the relative merits of speed 
and strength in football, love, and politics” (March 1989:5).

This depiction points to the organizational dualities of SCANCOR, such 
as hotel-bureaucracy, office-bar. It also hints at its formalized informality: 
it disguises a loose collection of individuals as a normal organization, and 
allows them to combine enthusiasm for research with the pleasures of “real” 
life. Last but not least, it points to SCANCOR’s complex simplicity, the latter 
captured by its minimal organization (limited stuff and rules), which gives 
structural expression to a complex organization of individuals (March & 
Simon 1958) as well as (in recent years) of legally autonomous organizations, 
i.e. a meta-organization (Ahrne & Brunsson 2005).

SCANCOR is also an inter-disciplinary community that facilitates 
inquiry in organizational social science and, as such, welcomes a host of dif-
ferent perspectives. It is embedded in and engaged with multiple domains, 
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each given unique expression in the diverse backgrounds, career stages, and 
research fields of its fellows. These research fields range from political science 
and economics through sociology and anthropology, to various sub-areas of 
management and organization theory. They also span multiple methods – 
from essays and ethnographies to quantitative modeling and simulations. 
These fellows in turn interact with scholars from different schools, depart-
ments, research centers, and formal and informal networks at Stanford Uni-
versity, establishing or strengthening unique connections. Last but not least, 
the organizations in the Bay Area with which the fellows engage and interact, 
the experiences in and of California as a backdrop, etc., all bring additional 
diversity to what is a pluralistic organization.

Over the years, the Board has encouraged the pursuit of diversity through 
a number of initiatives. For example, the 1992 Board minutes reveal that it 
had embarked on activities in Eastern Europe. It is noted that Jim March is 
“trying to establish networks with scholars/researchers in Hungary, Czecho-
slovakia and Poland.” That goes even further with the idea to “try to establish 
something like SCANCOR in Scandinavia for Eastern European researchers 
to come and do research. There is a need to create a community for these 
people. This implies… that funds must be raised to cover their travel/living 
expenses.” This initiative disappears from the SCANCOR board minutes in 
subsequent years. Yet, it is a testimony of an ongoing concern about engage-
ment with “strangers” beyond the already established networks. To our 
knowledge, SCANCOR has also served as inspiration for scholars from other 
regional communities who have played with the idea of starting similar ini-
tiatives in other academic institutions and parts of the world, following the 
SCANCOR “model.” This is suggestive of a “template,” the replication of 
which is perceived as being attractive.

In the 2000s, pluralism was further enhanced at the meta-organizational 
level, as selected organizations beyond the traditional borders of Scandinavia 
were invited into the consortium as associate members. In that period, after 
two editions at Stanford University, SCANCOR also established a travelling 
Ph.D. workshop, which additionally expanded its diversity through the local 
hosts, the faculty involved and the Ph.D. students accepted for participation, 
as well as through the choice of locations, increasingly from “Southern” 
Scandinavia, e.g. Barcelona, Mannheim, Vienna, and forthcoming, in 2014, 
Jerusalem. Also, seminars, conferences, workshops, and celebrations, such 
as the two SCANCOR anniversary conferences or those dedicated to Dick 
Scott and Woody Powell, also brought a wealth of scholars with foreign ideas 
and from foreign lands in relation with SCANCOR.

Finally, diversity has increased over the years also as an outcome of 
changes in the context. Applicants from Scandinavian countries are increas-
ingly international in terms of their background, reflecting that “more for-
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eign nationals [are] studying and working in Scandinavian universities” 
(2011 SCANCOR Annual Report:3). [See Appendix 1 for an overview of 
SCANCOR’s diversity through a number of indicators.]

SCANCOR’s Strangeness
A way to increase pluralism in an organization is to secure the ongoing 
exposure to strangeness. Building on strangers’ defining characteristics 
(Simmel 1950) – nearness and distance, wandering and fixation, or coming 
today and staying tomorrow – SCANCOR’s strangeness has several manifes-
tations. First, it has no formal status or permanently granted residence and 
affiliation in a school or department at Stanford University. Hence, meta-
phorically speaking, it has no “ownership of soil” on the “Farm,” as Stanford 
is known and referred to informally. It has maintained a certain nomadic 
character, being hosted in different spaces on campus over time, as discussed 
by Eriksson-Zetterquist and Georg in this issue.

Second, its founder and subsequent directors have been rather outsid-
ers to Stanford University at the time of taking on their duties. Jim March 
moved to Stanford from UC Irvine in 1970, after the first “nodes” in the 
informal network that became the basis for SCANCOR had been established 
in 1968–69 and during the 1970s and 1980s operated it in an informal way, 
accumulating affiliations and, as an outcome, additional office space across 
the University schools to host the ever growing number of Scandinavian 
friends eager to visit (see Eriksson-Zetterquist and Georg, this issue, as well 
as Boxenbaum & Strandgaard 2009, on the origins and development of 
SCANCOR).

In 1999, Woody Powell joined Stanford’s School of Education from the 
University of Arizona, becoming simultaneously SCANCOR director and 
bringing in a new focus, priorities and networks of new strangers. Despite 
his great international reputation, initially he himself was a stranger for 
the Scandinavians. He took SCANCOR’s strangeness to a whole new level 
through innovations, such as the SCANCOR’s travelling Ph.D. workshop 
and its Stanford-rooted Postdoctoral program. The latter allows a much 
deeper and stronger engagement on the part of early career Scandinavian 
scholars with experienced academics at Stanford University. The former has 
permitted further internationalization of SCANCOR, through the travel-
ing of its Ph.D. workshop deeper into “Southern Scandinavia,” akin to the 
Vienna Philharmonics on tour, diffusing the SCANCOR spirit and ideas.

In 2010, another stranger, Mitchell Stevens, took over from Woody Pow-
ell as SCANCOR Director, being until then a relative outsider to the Scandi-
navian community and also a newcomer at Stanford’s School of Education, 
which he had joined from New York University just a year before his SCAN-
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COR appointment. He brings in new research interests, passions and prior-
ities, such as for example the digital revolution in education, and networks 
with the potential to further enrich and expand the SCANCOR conversa-
tion, and once again reproduce its generative strangeness.

Third, strangers are omnipresent at SCANCOR by design, through its 
“liquid” membership, and come in different degrees and kinds of strange-
ness. “Southern Scandinavians,” both from current or former associate 
institutions, such as Mannheim, Maastricht, ESSEC, IESE, and WU Vienna, 
as well as individual guests, represent the most immediate and visible man-
ifestation of strangeness as well as its highest degree. However, fellows com-
ing from the Nordic countries are not much less strangers themselves. While 
they walk a path that has been walked before by colleagues at their home 
institutions, thus making the unfamiliar more familiar and setting some 
expectations, they join a cohort at SCANCOR that at the time of their arrival 
is already partially constituted. Hence, they step into a group that already 
exists.

Stanford University Ph.D. students, as well as Stanford permanent and 
visiting faculty can also be considered SCANCOR strangers to some degree, 
though of course they are also “locals” in the Stanford University’s neigh-
borhood, i.e. residents in its numerous schools and departments. They have 
the freedom to come and go, while the most committed of them remain in 
the SCANCOR “orbit,” repeatedly hosting and engaging with SCANCOR 
fellows and friends (e.g. Dick Scott and John Meyer) and organizing joint 
seminars and other activities (e.g. Steve Barley and his WTO group).

Our study of the fellow reports submitted upon the conclusion of their 
visit revealed that fellows who come to SCANCOR adhere to two main 
modes of strangers’ engagement – “escape” and “travel.” The escape mode 
is taking time out of Scandinavia to “finish stuff” (e.g. books, dissertation, 
articles) and hence is focused towards concrete output and less dedicated to 
establishing relationships or exploration of new ideas. The travel mode has 
as a focal point for residency at Stanford the establishment and nurturing of 
relationships and getting inspiration for new projects from different schol-
arly domains. As both activities require a lot of energy and focus, SCAN-
COR fellows are rarely able to combine the two in a balanced way, with one 
pattern usually dominating the other. Both modes, however, by providing 
distance from entrenched routines, established hierarchies, and taken-for-
granted flows of life facilitate change, stimulate new ideas, encourage new 
identities and contribute to rethinking and reshaping the fellows’ careers.
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DISCUSSION: SCANCOR AS A HOSPITABLE ORGANIZATION
Asked about what comes first to mind when mentioning SCANCOR, a 
“Southern Scandinavian” fellow responded “you immediately feel at home,” 
which for a stranger is a sign of “the highest degree of familiarity and inti-
macy” (Schütz 1945:370). Our exploration of fellows’ reports and personal 
accounts, as well as our experiences with SCANCOR confirm that this is 
not an isolated response but, rather, SCANCOR’s characteristic approach to 
newcomers and strangers.

Our study of the mechanisms that allow SCANCOR to combine open-
ness and pluralism with exclusivity and homogeneity revealed a distinctive 
organizational template, which we labeled the hospitable organization – a 
form of organizing that is welcoming and generous to strangers and their 
ideas, and quickly makes them feel like kin, while remaining open for the 
next intake of strangeness. As described in the preceding paragraphs, any 
arriving SCANCOR fellows, be they Northern or Southern, first timers 
or frequent visitors, are strangers to some degree, as the cohort they enter 
is new to them every time. Below we define this organizational form and 
elaborate five mechanisms that contribute to its functioning and vitality: 
(1) unified form for diverse content; (2) minimum structure for maximum 
collaboration; (3) inclusive exclusivity, (4) decreased visibility for increased 
freedom, and (5) mixing degrees of strangeness for normality.

(1) Unified form for diverse content. SCANCOR has a unified approach to 
receiving and socializing newcomers, which resembles the operation of fash-
ion. Fashion, as a concept, is predictable and taken-for-granted precisely due 
to its ongoing content change. Similarly, SCANCOR is unified and predict-
able in its ongoing welcoming and socializing of strangers to make them feel 
like kin. For Schütz (1945), being at home means sharing a system of rele-
vances. In a hospitable organization, plurality and heterogeneity become the 
unifying, homogenous system of relevances that is shared by staff, fellows, 
and alumni. Furthermore, its uniformity is institutionalized, making the 
welcoming and socializing routinized and, through that, stabilizing the plu-
ralistic aspects of the organization. In stabilizing diversity, “it is nevertheless 
important to create a joint language/concepts – a forum for the exchange of 
ideas” (SCANCOR Board minutes, 1990).

(2) Minimum structure for maximum collaboration. SCANCOR feels 
effortless and easy to navigate, with a minimum of structure. Yet there is a 
lot of invisible organizing and effort involved in its smooth operation, a lot 
of “plumbing,” as Jim March would say, by SCANCOR directors and board 
members to secure and manage resources and membership for the “poetry” 
of creative interactions to happen. Key support in the “plumbing” is provided 
by SCANCOR’s administrators – both at Stanford University and Copenha-
gen Business School – who offer an ongoing care for the seamless function-
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ing of the community. Further, the local administrators’ engagement with 
the strangers is above and beyond the call of duty or the confines of their 
positions. They get involved not only with the fellows’ interests within and 
beyond academia, but also with their families, recommending schools for 
their children, suggesting interesting trips, or events and other festivities, so 
that they can make the most of their stay at Stanford and the area.

The feeling of structural lightness is also achieved by having most activi-
ties conducted “with a minimum of central planning or management,” pre-
serving and supplementing as much as possible the distinctive features of 
the existing informal network (March 1988:3) of which the formal organiza-
tion is part. “Minimum organization,” however, should not be mistaken for 
“laissez-faire.” Weekly research seminars structure some of the interactions, 
the rest being left open to the scholars’ curiosity, interests and initiative. 
Additional structures are added only when it is inevitable for the smooth 
running of the “research hotel.”

Otherwise, in the words of Barbara Beuche (1995:1), the consortium’s 
former administrative manager at Stanford University, SCANCOR operates 
as “an informal cooperative in that everyone pitches in and helps to keep the 
place functioning smoothly, although very little is ever said to define such 
cooperation. Each individual is attentive to the needs of the office as a whole. 
… When there is a bureaucratic snag, we try to get together to figure out how 
to cut the red tape. When the wine glasses are empty, someone volunteers to 
wash them.”

(3) Inclusive exclusivity. With the exception of some years, there have been 
“more people that want to use the facilities than they allow for” (SCANCOR 
Board minutes, 1990:2). The competition and selection gives the visiting 
fellows a feeling of being special and creates a link and community feel-
ing – synchronically and diachronically – among the “lucky ones.” Apart 
from guaranteeing an inflow of new ideas that never runs dry, in a diverse 
environment, no stranger seems too strange and obliged to adapt to dom-
inating views and attempts for hegemony. Eagerly welcomed and allowed 
to be themselves, most scholars immediately feel at home and even when 
they “check out,” they “never leave” (The Eagles). For example, names of all 
SCANCOR fellows are listed on the website, with their affiliation at the time 
and the period of their stay. SCANCOR fellows return frequently for short 
visits and immerse themselves in the SCANCOR unique free spirit, as if 
they have never departed. As reported in the 1990 Minutes from SCANCOR 
Board meeting, “Everybody seems to fit into the environment pretty fast.”

(4) Decreased visibility for increased freedom. Visibility is the ability to be 
noticed. SCANCOR has further sustained its space of freedom by remain-
ing rather unnoticeable and operating somewhat “under the radar” both at 
Stanford University and in relation to its funding and participating insti-
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tutions. It has stayed away from the broadcasting of overarching goals or 
overt strategies, encouraging fellows’ self-organization and informal struc-
ture with limited formal activities and numerous opportunities for invisi-
ble interactions across the Stanford University campus, and joining others 
at one’s interest, discretion, and pace. While keeping a distinctive, unify-
ing Scandinavian character, it has refrained from developing a dominant 
research identity anchored in a focus on specific problems and programs, 
constraining values and rigid structures, one that promotes an institutional 
order, or combines several orders at the expense of silencing others. Through 
its loose coupling to multiple institutions, it has sustained the capacity to 
bring in strangers and make them feel at home, allowing for openness of 
interpretations and affiliations.

(5) Mixing degrees of strangeness for normality. Normality is about being 
usual, typical, and expected, while strangeness is about the opposite. How 
can the two then be appeased? From our own experience, this feeling of 
seeming “normality” comes from the “mélange of spirits” (March 1995:5), 
or the mixing of different degrees of “strangeness” – the Northern North-
erners who as “true locals” give a center of Scandinavian gravity and distinct 
flavor to the place; the Stanford professors and Ph.D. students who provide 
SCANCOR fellows with numerous “anchor” points and open doors across 
campus, and the Southern Scandinavians who – with their strange imported 
habits – cause rather invisible drifts, translating what they think are Scandi-
navian behaviors into their own languages and cultures. The “mixing” itself 
happens at formal seminars and events, but mostly at numerous informal 
occasions, which range from the Friday wine and cheese “institution,” to the 
outdoor meals, conversations and celebrations. All these are expected, and 
create a feeling of “normality.” What makes the mixing unique is the delib-
erate, temporary relaxation of rules and commitments that characterize our 
fast-paced, deadline driven daily working environments. This allows fellows 
and guests to indulge with playfulness and generosity in lengthy discussions 
on and beyond their academic work.

SCANCOR’S VITALITY
According to the Merriam-Webster online dictionary (2013), vitality is the 
capacity to live and develop, to be lively and animated. It is about strength, 
activity, vigor, vibrancy, energy, but also endurance. Translated into the con-
text of organizations, it needs routines and stability along with an ongoing 
transformation.

The hospitality of SCANCOR contributes to its vitality as an organiza-
tion, allowing it to balance its stability with ongoing transformation. Stabil-
ity is achieved through institutionalization, i.e. the “emergence of a work-
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based institutional system from a kin-based one” (Zucker 1983), for which 
institutional work is of the essence (Boxenbaum and Strandgaard Pedersen, 
2009). The informal scholarly networks between Stanford University and 
Scandinavia were “stabilized” into a formal organization, as a complement 
rather than a substitute for their activities. However, the formal structure was 
designed and programmed as a hospitable organization with mechanisms to 
receive, welcome, and quickly make newcomers feel at home. Hence, along 
with its institutionalization, a parallel, inverse development was taking place 
– the creation and reproduction of a kin-based system from a work-based 
one, balancing the two processes.

Several transformations take place with strangers when at SCANCOR. 
First, most of them quickly feel like kin, the reason for this also being the 
Nordic way of free association, independent of status or rank. As a conse-
quence of their contact with a hospitable organization and its pluralism, 
strangers fit in. Their feeling at home enriches, renews, questions, and 
displaces SCANCOR in new directions, and allows it to maintain vitality. 
Second, strangers themselves become “locals” when they act as hosts when 
SCANCOR’s initiatives travel to other locations. For example, in the case 
of SCANCOR’s Ph.D. workshops, international faculty members who might 
not have spent time at SCANCOR act as hosts on SCANCOR’s behalf to 
Ph.D. students from different countries. They imagine and create new pos-
sibilities for what SCANCOR is and could be, perpetuating the myth in new 
and unexpected directions.

Third, strangers who have felt like kin at SCANCOR become home-com-
ers, once their visiting period expires, transforming (again) into strangers in 
their own host institutions. In the 1990 Board meeting’s minutes, Jim March 
is noted as having suggested that it would “be interesting to know, how peo-
ple perceived the process after having returned back home,” pointing to the 
significance of the process of homecoming. “To a certain extent,” Schütz 
(1945) argues, “each homecomer has tasted the magic fruit of strangeness, 
be it sweet or bitter” and has been transformed by the experience. Some of 
these transformations are acknowledged in the fellows’ exit reports. How-
ever, these usually refer to the period of stay at SCANCOR and do not cap-
ture the opportunities and challenges faced in homecoming.

Homecoming after SCANCOR, at least from our experience, is about a 
difficult adjustment back to a fast-paced, deadline-driven, goal-oriented 
working environment, after the indulgence in a “slow time” of generous con-
versations about research and life, and mind-stretching and horizon-opening 
events across Stanford University campus. Further, it involves pining for the 
energy in and around Palo Alto, where Stanford University is located and, 
consequently, where SCANCOR hosts its fellows and guests. One can hardly 
find a land more fertile for ideas and possibilities than the heart of Silicon 
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Valley, buzzing with creativity and entrepreneurial spirit from the famed HP 
garage, Google, Facebook, Apple, IDEO, Tesla, and many more; the land in 
which the feeling of freedom is in the air, as the Stanford University’s German 
motto Die Luft der Freiheit weht suggests. Last but not least, it also includes 
a craving for the SCANCOR hospitality, akin to Danish hygge or Norwegian 
kos, which is about the creation of a warm and enjoyable atmosphere among 
good friends, with lengthy conversations about things big and small.

Hence, during a visit at SCANCOR, we as Southern Scandinavians grow 
fond of what we perceive (yet have trouble defining) as Scandinavian ways 
of doing and being. We develop sustained curiosity and a refined taste for 
the Nordic, from the ambiguous lure of Viking Organizational Theory to 
the addictiveness of Nordic Noir, the umbrella label for famed Scandinavian 
crime novels and TV thrillers. We also grow a little more aware of subtle and 
more pronounced differences across Norden and its deeply intertwined his-
tory. Upon arrival at our home institutions we readily spread the excitement 
about and inspirations from what we have encountered in this “Little Scan-
dinavia” (Kreiner, this issue) and, at least in the beginning, take advantage 
of opportunities to question and redefine our own ways of doing and being, 
translating some of the Scandinavian idea(l)s into actions and sometimes 
also getting lost in the translation. To keep in touch with Scandinavia and 
continue to feel that particular sense of (be)longing, we seek research col-
laborations with other Scandinavian fellows and may eventually even affil-
iate with Scandinavian universities, as two of us have done. We also enter a 
rather permanent state of wandering, longing for and working on the next 
rejuvenating experience of strangeness.

CONCLUSION
This paper introduced and developed the notion of the hospitable organi-
zation, which is receptive and welcoming to strangers, and makes them feel 
like kin, and introduced mechanisms through which it operates and sus-
tains its vitality. Hospitable organizations may face challenges to their exis-
tence if they professionalize too much the welcoming attitude, to the extent 
that it loses authenticity. They may also lose their attractiveness if, beyond 
the welcoming, there are no opportunities for intellectual discoveries and 
serendipitous encounters, as well as for exposure to a rather homogeneous, 
distinctive character or set of ideas. Lastly, they can be threatened by instru-
mental strangers who come to the “research hotel” for the career boost and 
the networks but not for the serendipity-driven, boundary-trespassing, and 
the socially-supported-by loose-networks-of-interactions discoveries.

The hospitable organization and its mechanisms have implications not 
only for research communities like SCANCOR. They can be a useful tem-
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plate for creative and innovative organizations that need to be pluralistic and 
mix degrees of strangeness for the creative sparks to fly, yet need a unifying 
and distinctive anchoring identity to stabilize and realize their discover-
ies. They can also be a generative idea for large multinational corporations 
whose employees travel across geographies, subsidiaries and branches, and 
– once expatriated – need to be welcomed back home. Further research is 
needed to extend (and challenge) the notion of the hospitable organization 
and its influence on the organizational vitality and future(s) in these and 
other contexts.

As for SCANCOR’s future, if it sustains its hospitable organization, it will 
continue being a “magnet place” (Farrell 2001) for strangers’ “emerging fan-
tasies” and an “open invitation to imagination” (March 1989:5).
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APPENDIX 1 SCANCOR’S DIVERSITY
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Figure 1 Overall Growth and Increasing Diversity
Note: This figure represents the evolution of three types of indicators. A first line represents the 
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ABSTRACT
In this paper we seek to unravel an empirical conundrum: What are the 
mechanisms that enable pluralism in a homogeneous organization, and how 
do they contribute to its vitality? We address the conundrum by examining 
the case of SCANCOR and providing an outsiders-as-insiders’, i.e. a strangers’ 
view of it, particularly of its pluralism and strangeness. Drawing insights from 



89

“Welcome to the Hotel California”: Strangers and Hospitable Organizations

4

2013

the case, we put forward a notion and a template previously not discussed 
in the literature – the hospitable organization – which, when institutionalized, 
allows the balancing of uniformity and exclusivity with pluralism and open-
ness to strangers. We posit five mechanisms that facilitate the functioning of 
hospitable organizations and contribute to sustaining their vitality: (1) unified 
form for diverse content; (2) minimum structure for maximum collabora-
tion; (3) inclusive exclusivity, (4) decreased visibility for increased freedom, 
and (5) mixing degrees of strangeness for normality. We add to the study of 
organizations by putting forward some preliminary ideas on the hospitable 
organization and discussing conditions for its applicability to other organiz-
ing situations, beyond the case of SCANCOR. We also extend the notions of 
stranger and home-comer to the context of formal organizations.

ABSTRAKT
I denne artikkelen ønsker vi å finne ut av en empirisk gåte: hva er mekanis-
mene som gjør pluralisme mulig i homogene organisasjoner, og hvordan 
bidrar de til vitalitet? Vi søker svar ved å undersøke SCANCOR som case og 
se det fra de fremmede og outsidernes synsvinkel. Vi lanserer et begrep og en 
forståelse som tidligere ikke har vært diskutert i litteraturen – den gjestfrie 
organisasjon – som når den er institusjonalisert gjør det mulig å balansere 
ensartethet og eksklusivitet med pluralisme og åpenhet i forhold til fre-
mmede. Vi lanserer fem mekanismer som fasiliterer slike organisasjoner og 
bidrar til å opprettholde vitaliteten deres: 1) ensartet form for diversifisert 
innhold 2) minimumsstruktur for maksimal deltakelse 3) inklusiv eksklus-
ivitet 4) mindre synlighet for å oppnå større frihet og 5) blande ulike grader 
av fremmedhet for å oppnå normalitet. Vi bidrar til studiet av organisas-
joner ved å legge fram noen foreløpige ideer for den gjestfrie organisasjonen 
og diskuterer i hvilken grad den også kan være gyldig i andre organisasjons-
situasjoner uavhengig av SCANCOR. Vi utvider også begrepene fremmed og 
hjemvendende til den konteksten som formelle organisasjoner representerer.
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