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Abstract: 

The purpose of this paper is to investigate the role played by professions and professionals 
in mediating the impact of technological change between the institutions of the state and 
market in both national and transnational domains. I challenge the idea of professions as a 
‘third logic’ operating between states and markets by developing the concept of the policy 
arena – a site of professional interaction around the regulatory regimes that set the 
boundaries of states and markets. I draw on the concepts of institutional work, linked 
ecologies, and organizational fields to make the point. Following this, I consider how 
technological change, in the form of disruptive innovation, impacts the nature of 
professional interaction in policy arenas. I argue that technological change is an 
endogenous social process through which professionals challenge existing frames of issue 
areas and work tasks to their own advantage. This dynamic is important to understanding a 
number of regulatory puzzles, especially in the transnational domain. The investigation 
contributes to a closer union between international political economy and the sociology of 
professions.  
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Introduction 

The purpose of this paper is to investigate the role played by professions and professionals in 

mediating the impact of technological change between the institutions of the state and market in 

both national and transnational domains. Professions can be seen as a ‘third logic’ operating 

between the state and the market (Freidson 2001) – a third ideal type of organizing work in 

addition to markets and hierarchies. A core tenet of the field of political economy is that states 

and markets co-constitute each other over time (see for example Polanyi, 1944).  As markets 

grow more complex, so does the bureaucracy needed to oversee them – vice versa, bureaucracies 

can wield new powers at their disposal to unlock new markets or create the conditions allowing 

markets to grow. The engine that drives this co-constitution in the long run is technological 

change – an idea first put forward by Marx but echoed in various ways by numerous scholars in 

the discipline since (Veblen 1934; Schumpeter 1942; Cox 1981). In political economy, these 

things tend to be studied on the grand scale and over longer time spans. Technology comes to be 

seen as a variable independent of the people and social context in which it exists; but 

technologies do not exist in a vacuum and do not magically and suddenly alter the status quo. 

They are inherently social in the ways actors understand and deploy them, and the work of 

inventing, innovating and diffusing technologies is the prerogative of the professions. The 

system of professions and professionals are hence key to figuring out how the micro-scale motor 

of state-market co-constitution functions. They are the individual cogs and gears that drive the 

machinery of the market society.  

 The question of how professions and professionals mediate the impact of technological 

change between state and market feeds into a broader research agenda that I am developing in a 

dissertation on the political economy of disruptive innovation. I focus on disruptive innovation, 

a term from the management literature (Bower & Christensen 1995; Christensen 1997), rather 

than technological change. Technological change is often understood as a more gradual and 

longer-running process operating on the societal level, whereas disruptive innovation emphasizes 



fast-moving and unexpected change in specific sectors of the economy. Disruptive innovations 

immediately imply specific market changes in a way that the more neutral idea of technological 

change does not. But disruptive innovations are also political; their potential for widespread 

societal consequences raise redistributive or moral concerns, resulting in calls for regulatory 

oversight, control and involvement in the issue.1 In the management literature, recent books 

have looked into the prospects for disrupting healthcare and education (Christensen et al. 2009; 

Christensen et al. 2011), leading to criticism in the media about the limits and ethics of 

disruption (Lepore 2014). Regulation and innovation are therefore interlinked, one often creating 

the conditions for the other, in the same way that the state and market co-constitute each other 

on the macro-scale. The core insight of this paper is to see the work of regulation as a site of 

professional interaction and competition that involves not only regulators, but also other 

professionals representing firms, NGOs, universities, think tanks, and so on. A growing amount 

of this work takes place in the transnational domain. The purpose of the paper is to look more 

closely at how technological change, in the form of disruptive innovation, impacts the way 

professionals play the regulatory game. 

 I structure this investigation into two parts. First, I develop the concept of the policy arena, a 

field of professional interaction on regulatory issues, as the ontological unit of analysis on which 

the study focuses. Second, I discuss how to conceptualize technology and disruptive innovation 

in terms that make them visible and understandable in policy arenas. The purpose of the 

investigation is to position the sociology of professions and professionals as a useful frame for 

studying issues of transnational market regulation, thereby developing novel research on the 

intersection of international political economy and sociology. By doing so, I aim to demonstrate 

that such a frame is especially well suited to studying the unique policy problems caused by 

disruptive innovation, while exploring the relationship between professions and technology.  

                                                 
1 I understand regulation as a social process, defined by Selznick (1985, pp.363–364) as ‘sustained and focused 
control exercised by a public agency over activities that are valued by a community’. 



Policy arenas 

It is hard to come by any formal definition of a policy arena, but the term is generally used to 

describe the site of policymaking, simultaneously implying specific political actors and 

institutions, the availability of policy alternatives, and problem or issue areas, as in Kingdon’s 

(1984) ‘policy streams’ framework.2 In political science, actors are generally grouped in mass 

terms according to their organizational affiliations. Classical works in political science endow 

actors with pre-determined material interests that are given by their organizational affiliation, 

aggregate similar actors into interest groups, and explain change by reference to the distribution 

of resources and power among different interest groups (Schattsneider 1960; Dahl 1961; 

Lindblom 1977). Constructivism has emerged as a powerful alternative, especially in international 

politics, by focusing on the roles of ideas and discourse rather than pre-determined material 

interests. Here, change is explained by reference to the power of ideas and norms in mobilizing 

actors and challenging frames of understanding (Adler 1997; Finnemore & Sikkink 1998; Ruggie 

1998). Whether you emphasize the role of interests or ideas, there is certainly a tendency in 

political science and its related disciplines such as international relations and political economy to 

study actors in neatly defined mass terms, as interest groups, organizations, states, or firms. In 

political economy, social action between these groups consists of the negotiation of boundaries 

between states and markets, promoting or resisting the encroachment of one into the other.  

 A sociological challenge to this idea would begin by breaking down the artificial barrier 

between state and market, to make professional competition the main driver of social action in 

these areas. There are several advantages to such an endeavour. First of all, social action would 

be conceived of in ecological terms rather than economic or mechanistic terms. The Chicago 

School of sociology employed the idea of ecologies as an intermediate concept between agents 

and structures (Goffman 1963; Hughes 1971) – as ‘interactions between multiple elements that 

are neither fully constrained nor fully independent’ (Abbott 2005, p.248). The idea presumes a 

                                                 
2 Alternatively called the ‘policy window’ or ‘multiple streams’ framework.  



biological analogy to explain social systems rather than an economistic or physical one, the 

advantage of which is to ‘transcend general linear reality’ (Abbott 2001e) – which is to say that 

rather than focus on variables and main causes, ecologies focus on subjects and events (Abbott 

2001b). Such an approach coheres better with recent advances in adapting insights from 

complexity theory and complex adaptive systems to the social sciences (Mitchell 2009; Byrne & 

Callahan 2014).  

 There are several examples of professions being invoked to explain how they co-constitute 

states on the one hand and markets on the other, lending strength to the notion that there is a 

good case for theorizing professions more centrally as a driver of state-market co-constitution. 

On the state-professions side, Abbott (1988) highlights the role of the state in granting and 

protecting through law the jurisdictions of lawyers and doctors, for example; Cooper & Robson 

(2006) demonstrate the growing importance of accounting firms in supporting the regulatory 

processes of the state; and Johnson (1972) has shown how accounting professionals supported 

the expansion of the British empire into new colonies. On the market-professions side, 

Mennicken (2010) charts the co-evolution of auditing and marketization in post-Soviet Russia; 

Fourcade & Khurana (2013) reveal a similar process driving changes in business education and 

markets in the U.S.; and Lebaron (2001) discusses the central role played by economists in 

constructing and facing the crisis in France in December 1995.  

 An important side to this story is the recent attention to how professional work increasingly 

transcends the boundaries of the nation-state and domestic markets, leading to calls for a 

transnational sociology of the professions (Faulconbridge & Muzio 2012). Thus, the professions 

are now seen as central to explaining a range of issues in global governance and international 

political economy, such as: capital account liberalization in emerging markets (Chwieroth 2007), 

knowledge networks in the World Bank (Stone 2013), financial reform (Seabrooke & Tsingou 

2014a), and demographic change (Seabrooke & Tsingou 2014b). This trend speaks to the 

centrality of professions and professionals in organizing various aspects of modern societies, 



even in areas where nation-states and domestic markets – the traditional domains of the 

professions – cannot reach. Thus, it suggests that the professions and the increasingly large and 

global organizations in which they reside are not only being affected by globalization, but are also 

helping to drive it (Suddaby et al. 2007).  

 A theory of the professions as the driver of state-market dynamics will have to go above and 

beyond the one proposed by Freidson (2001), where professions are reduced to an ideal-typical 

‘third logic’ on a level with hierarchies and markets. Freidson’s notion faces considerable 

challenge in the era of globalization, where the ‘historical regulatory bargain between 

professional associations and nation states is being superseded by a new compact between 

conglomerate professional firms and transnational trade organizations’ (Suddaby et al. 2007, 

p.334). This new compact relies less on normative principles of professional elitism, and more 

on neo-liberal principles of market economics (p. 334). My project here is different: rather than 

support the idea of three ideal types, I aim to show how states and markets themselves derive 

from the various ways professional life has been organized in modern societies, and how this is 

increasingly becoming a transnational project. This idea will be expressed through the concept of 

the policy arena.  

 I take my point of departure in relational sociology (Emirbayer 1997), which underpins much 

of the literature on professions. Relational thinking is best explained by reference to its opposite: 

substantialist thinking. Substantialist thinking presupposes the existence of entities of various 

kinds (things, beings, essences) as the fundamental units of inquiry. Entities, be they actors or 

structures, are endowed with various characteristics in the form of variables, and social analysis 

proceeds by studying changes in these variable properties. In contrast, relational thinking takes 

its starting point in interaction where ‘the very terms or units involved in a transaction derive 

their meaning, significance, and identity from the (changing) functional roles they play within 

that transaction’ (p. 287). This mode of thinking makes dynamic, unfolding processes the 

primary units of analysis rather than the constituent elements themselves. Thus, we should look 



for things of boundaries instead of boundaries of things – in other words, ‘boundaries come 

first, then entities’ (Abbott 1995, p.860). 

 The co-constitution of state and market can be analysed in both substantialist and relational 

terms. The founders of sociology and political economy thought about the process as relational. 

Marx (1977, p.932) was concerned with the emergence and transformation of capitalism, and 

expressed himself in deeply relational terms: ‘capital is not a thing, but a social relation between 

persons which is mediated through things’. Similarly, Polanyi (1944) did not take the existence of 

the market for granted, but presented a historical analysis of the emergence of market society 

and analysed the various ways markets and states changed over time by virtue of their 

interaction. However, more recent works show a divide between relational and substantialist 

modes of thought. For example, Cox (1981, p.127) criticizes the singular concept of the state in 

international relations (‘a state was a state was a state’) and brings attention to the ways that 

ideas, institutions and material capabilities dynamically shape each other over time. On the other 

hand, Gilpin (1987) takes a more substantialist line by highlighting the causal significance of pre-

given entities such as the Bretton Woods system and NATO in cementing the status of a 

hegemonic nation-state – his system naturally goes toward equilibrium and stasis, not dynamism.  

 If the co-constitution of state and market can be seen both relationally and substantially, what 

are the advantages of relational thinking? As I am interested in the role of professionals in the 

processes that play out in the policy arena – specifically, the processes of technological 

disruption and subsequent regulatory appraisal and adjustment – a relational approach is better 

suited to narratively trace and follow the process through its duration. In contrast, a substantialist 

account would take snapshot views of the entities, frozen in time, and read off their variable 

characteristics for the purposes of analysis. As the role of individual actors such as regulators, 

lobbyists, activists and so on is uncertain and open to contestation, there are no grounds for 

assuming fixed characteristics of the actors or lumping them together in pre-given aggregate 

terms. Rather, identities, meanings and groupings will emerge through transactions in the field.  



 By ‘field’ I mean to say that the policy arena is an organizational field. Scott (1995, pp.207–

209) defines an organizational field as connoting ‘the existence of a community of organizations 

that partakes of a common meaning system and whose participants interact more frequently and 

fatefully with one another than those actors outside the field’. The term is commonly deployed in 

studies of market organizations such as accounting firms (e.g. Suddaby et al. 2007; Robson et al. 

2007), where organizational fields thus consist of competitors, regulators, suppliers and 

consumers that make up a recognized area of organizational life (Powell & Dimaggio 1983, 

p.148). Organizational fields need not be restricted to the domain of market organizations, 

though. Seeing the policy arena as an organizational field means to not only look at the 

regulators of a specific policy issue, but also the various actors with which they ‘frequently and 

fatefully’ interact: staff from other regulatory agencies, politicians, lobbyists, think tanks, activists, 

journalists, and so on. In other words, these are the professionals of the policy arena. They are 

individuals making careers in the issue areas and related organizational fields of specific policy 

problems, with or without the help of more structured professional associations. Their claim to 

participation in the policy arena is their expertise (Seabrooke 2014). It therefore makes sense to 

complement the sociology of professions with the sociology of expertise (Eyal 2014). This 

definition is also fluid enough to apply equally to domestic settings and transnational settings. 

We might expect the roles of professionals in transnational settings to be more important due to 

the ‘thin’ nature of the transnational domain as opposed to the ‘thick’ domestic domain, where 

jurisdictions are already populated and defended, leaving less scope for professionals to emerge 

and control issues (Seabrooke 2014; Seabrooke & Tsingou 2014b).  

 Organizational fields are relationally defined. They are given by the interactions between 

individuals carrying out ‘institutional work’ – that is, the ‘purposive action of individuals and 

organizations aimed at creating, maintaining and disrupting institutions’ (Lawrence & Suddaby 

2006, p.215). In this view, regulatory regimes are institutions, and the daily work practices of 

participants in the field revolve around these regimes. This definition encompasses both a policy 



officer in the European Commission working on an impact assessment, and an industry-hired 

public affairs consultant meeting with members of the European Parliament. Both can be equally 

said to be carrying out institutional work on specific regulatory regimes that they are either 

promoting or challenging. We cannot pre-determine the boundaries of policy arenas, in the same 

way that we cannot pre-determine the boundaries of an organization: ‘An organization is a set of 

transactions that are later linked into a functional unit that could be said to be the site of these 

transactions’ (Abbott 1995, p.860). Similarly, policy arenas are given by reference to the 

transactions between participants who could be said to be creating, maintaining, and disrupting 

particular regulatory regimes, and the site of the policy arena is the spatio-temporal location in 

which these practices take place. 

 It is therefore clear that policy arenas are also ecologies. Abbott (2005, p.248) describes an 

ecology as comprised of a set of actors, a set of locations (work tasks), and processes of ligation 

that connect actors to locations. While the policy arena itself can be thought of as a coherent 

ecology with competition and cooperation among its constituent parts to control work tasks (the 

creation, maintenance, or disruption of regulatory regimes), the constituent parts are themselves 

simultaneously located in other ecologies that link up, overlap and interpenetrate each other. The 

strength of the linked ecologies approach is this ability to handle complex social relationships on 

multiple scales by placing emphasis ‘on the modes and processes of mediation and co-

production between different arenas or fields’ (Mennicken 2010, p.335, emphasis in original). A 

core part of the analysis of policy arenas, therefore, has to do with understanding why these 

particular actors come together in these particular circumstances, why they are connected to the 

regulatory regime in question, and how they co-constitute each other.   

 The idea of yoking together professions and institutions is not new: Dimaggio (1991) has 

suggested that the co-evolution of professions and the state may be considered one of the 

primary engines of institutional change. More recently, Suddaby & Viale (2011) describe the 

professional project as an endogenous mechanism of institutional change, leading to recent work 



towards developing an institutionalist sociology of the professions (Muzio et al. 2013). What is 

new is to adapt the idea to political economic analyses of the mutual impacts between states and 

markets, innovations and regulation. Although there are exceptions, the tools generally available 

to political economists overlook the micro-scale interactions between professionals in the 

international political economy that the sociology of professions describe in detail. What I 

suggest here is to shift the focal length of the analytical lenses to investigate the detail of what 

goes on in policy arenas. This means doing away with the traditional state-market distinction. 

What we are left with is a collection of individuals, who by virtue of their training and 

organizational situation we label professionals, and whose transactions with other professionals 

make up all phenomena of the international political economy. States and markets do not co-

constitute each other because they cannot act – rather, it is the actions of professionals in policy 

arenas that construct the boundaries and structures of the aggregate bodies of social relations 

that we have come to label the state and the market. But at the base level of analysis of political 

economy and to the extent that our task is to illuminate the workings of this level, we should 

focus on professionals.  

Technology and disruption 

Having described the ontology of policy arenas, I turn to the question of how technological 

change, in the form of disruptive innovation, impacts them. I have argued that disruptive 

innovation (Bower & Christensen 1995; Christensen 1997) is a useful term that highlights the 

important role of technological change in driving market-based competition. When talking about 

disruptive innovation rather than technological change as such, attention is brought especially to 

the economic context of the innovation, but also on wider societal and political implications. 

Disruptive innovations such as electronic cigarettes or hydraulic fracturing are economic game-

changers, but wider breakthroughs depend upon their social acceptance and regulatory 

environments, both of which are contested and uncertain. Technologies are always co-



constructed with their economic, social and political environments (Latour 1993), and it is 

important to consider the context of technology  as much as the instrumental or functional 

aspects of the technology itself. For instance, the fate of innovations is often in the hands of 

social mobilizations, as has been demonstrated with the success of the craft brewing industry and 

the troubles faced by pharmaceutical companies in Germany in the face of anti-biotechnology 

activism (Rao 2009).  

 Technologies enter fields not as events, but as ‘turning points’ (Abbott 2001c). With any given 

technology, it is difficult to point at a precise point in time at which it can be said that the 

technology was invented. Abbott (2001d) demonstrates this with the example of the invention of 

the grenade harpoon. While the invention of the grenade harpoon is credited to Svend Foyn’s 

1870 patent, this obscures the presence at the time of many contending designs of grenade 

harpoons from other inventors that were experimented with and put to use in all parts of the 

whaling industry. To say that the grenade harpoon was invented by this person on this date is 

more of a historical fact (Carr 1961) than a reflection of the lived experience of 19th century 

whalers. The diffusion of inventions and innovations are processes with temporal durations that 

play out in social interaction (Rogers 2003; Wejnert 2002) – it does not make sociological sense 

to equate inventions with events. A more fitting description comes in the form of Abbott’s 

(2001c) ‘turning points’. Rather than think about technological change as a discrete, abrupt event 

that is exogenous to the social process, turning points consider the convergence of 

simultaneously running endogenous social processes that align just so, ‘like the tumblers of a 

lock’ (p. 256), to allow previously stable conditions to be overturned. This emphasis on the social 

context of invention and innovation is also more in line with the everyday practices of scientific 

work (Latour 1988).  

 The entrance of technological change by disruptive innovation into social settings can be 

thought of as a case of ‘punctuated cooperation’ (Vollmer 2013). Vollmer argues that we should 

focus less on the disruptive event and more on ‘tracing disruptiveness’, because ‘any collective 



impressed by a disruption is first and foremost impressed within a social situation’ (p. 22). To 

trace disruptiveness, Vollmer refers to Whitehead (1929, pp.30, 50) and Abbott (Abbott 2001d, 

p.232) in calling for an extended understanding of social situations as a ‘nexus of actual 

occasions’. Disruption is not an objective, exogenous event, but an endogenous reconfiguration 

in social order that plays out through processes of social interaction. It passes through turning 

points rather than instigating them from outside the social context. To understand it, we must 

focus on how individuals recognize disruption, how they enact it, and how these in turn 

transform social order. Vollmer (2013, pp.60–62, 69) argues that ‘framing’ (Goffman 1974) is a 

key mechanism by which disruptions create the context of social situations, and these frames can 

lead to punctuated cooperation ‘in which participants lose a previously established level of 

cooperation in maintaining expectations’.  

 This leads to the question of how actors attempt to solve problems of disrupted coordination. 

Vollmer suggests that  actors  draw on either normative, cognitive or relational keys in order to 

craft strategies that allow coordination equilibria to be re-established (Vollmer 2013, pp.47–62). 

Normative keys have to do with norms, customs or morality; cognitive keys with knowledge, 

competence or taste; and relational keys with membership, status or reputation. While this relates 

to any social situation, it is particularly evident in the system of professions due to their relatively 

large endowments of symbolic, cultural and social capital that lets them deploy these keys 

effectively. This framework coheres well with other approaches in the sociology of professions 

to studying how competitions for work tasks are decided. Abbott’s ‘linked ecologies’ (2005) 

framework could thus be said to emphasize relational keys (in the form of hinges, alliances, and 

avatars), while Seabrooke’s (2014) ‘epistemic arbitrage’ emphasizes cognitive keys. Drawing on a 

number of empirical examples, Vollmer (2013, p.106) finds that normative and relational keys 

seem more significant in re-establishing coordination, probably due to the fundamental 

uncertainty of many disruptions which makes it easy to challenge cognitive claims.  



 Two concrete examples of technological change in professional and organizational fields 

provide an illustration of the processes to take note of. I will draw on a study of transformations 

in audit technologies (Robson et al. 2007) and another on the computerization of physics 

experiments (Galison 1997). The audit study concerns the emergence of Business Risk Audit 

(BRA) methodologies: audit techniques that ‘incorporate client-firm strategy and business risk 

into the assessment and planning of audit risk’ (p. 409). During the 1990s, large audit firms 

started offering BRA in an effort to modernize audit and regain prestige (p. 411). In addition to 

the statutory audit requirements, the large audit firms started fulfilling a more advisory role, 

leading to changes in the identity of the audit profession. BRA should hence be understood as an 

internal professionalization project to change the institutions of audit in ways that provide 

greater professional rewards. It is an example of technology-driven professionalization as 

endogenous institutional change (Suddaby & Viale 2011). In this example, BRA caused the 

framing of audit to shift from traditional, statutory requirements to a more risk-oriented, 

business advisory role – causing a shift in the relative value of keys throughout the field. Audit 

firms and professionals who could not deploy the normative, cognitive or relational keys 

necessary to signal a shift in audit technologies were at a risk of being marginalized in the field.  

 In the computerization of physics experiments (Galison 1997), a different logic is at work. 

Owing to the increasing complexity of physics and technological advances in computers, 

computerization became a necessary step in the evolution of physics as a field. This was not a 

professionalization project of the physicists, however – they were left on the outside looking in 

on the changing definition of what constituted a physics experiment, suffering a simultaneous 

lack of control (p. 2). Physicists had to cede ground to engineers, who understood the intricacies 

of calibrating the new instruments of experimentation. In order to cooperate, physicists and 

engineers had to develop a shared language, a pidgin or creole, of new terms that allowed them 

to communicate across disciplinary divides (p. 47, 803). This ultimately brought about and 

exacerbated the cleft between experimental and theoretical physics. In this example, advances in 



computerization changed the frame of how physics experiments were understood and 

conducted. The new frame opened new areas of work which required a different set of cognitive 

keys to undertake, leading to a disruption and realignment through relational and normative keys. 

 It therefore seems necessary to distinguish between two types of technological change in 

organizational fields. Change from within the field as a professionalization project (Suddaby & 

Viale 2011), and change from outside the field, where professions within the field are often put 

in a reactionary position. The two examples demonstrate a complex relationship between frames 

and keys: frames determine the relative value of keys, but the distribution of keys in a field 

determine who can institute new frames or challenge existing ones. Struggles over framing are 

therefore struggles over the respective values of social resources of the participants, and 

ultimately a struggle over the social structure of the field (Vollmer 2013, p.137). As to whether 

technological changes and disruptive innovations drive this process or are reflections thereof, the 

answer seems to be both – or rather, a question of where you set the boundaries of analysis. In 

the audit example, BRA is a professionalization project of the auditors, but a disruption if you 

shift perspective and consider management consultancy firms who are suddenly faced with new, 

unexpected competitors. In the physics example, computerization is a disruption to the 

physicists, but a professionalization project of the engineers who can expand the domain of their 

work to new fields.  

 The technological impact ‘travels’ through linked ecologies. Changes outside the 

organizational field under scrutiny are still endogenous to the social process by virtue of the 

linked ecologies the participants are situated in. Crucially, from these examples it seems that the 

social and professional uses of technological change in general is what allows changes in the links 

and overlaps between ecologies. We might envision these changes as occurring through the 

following sequence of social processes, one leading logically to the next: (1) expectations are 

disrupted by technological change; (2) this introduces new participants and/or new frames of 

work tasks; (3) subsequently blurring the boundaries between and identities of existing 



participants; (4) leading to a scramble to reorient expectations through re-keying cooperation 

(normatively, cognitively, or relationally). Technological change is therefore key to understanding 

why what used to be a more clearly bounded system of professions is becoming increasingly 

chaotic (Abbott 2001a; Rosa 2013).  

Conclusion 

In this paper, I have considered how the professions can be seen as mediating the impact of 

technological change, in the form of disruptive innovation, between state and market. In the first 

part of the paper, I argued that the professions are central to understanding how the institutions 

of state and market co-constitute each other on the micro-level by paying attention to 

professional interaction in policy arenas – the exact sites where the boundaries of state and 

market are negotiated in either national or transnational terms. I developed the concept of the 

policy arena by drawing on literature concerning organizational fields, linked ecologies and 

institutional work. Having provided a fuller understanding of policy arenas, I turned to the 

question of how to describe disruptive innovation in terms that make its impact visible and 

understandable. Here I referred to turning points and punctuated cooperation as preliminary 

theoretical hooks that provide traction on the issue by making disruption an endogenous social 

process that is clearly linked to professionalization projects and competitions over frames and 

the respective value of social resources.  

 The next steps are to put the theories to use by examining their empirical purchase on real-

world cases of disruptive innovation and interaction in policy arenas. There is much that suggests 

that such an undertaking might bear fruit. Struggles over framing and the respective value of 

social resources are obvious in EU policy arenas dealing with disruptive innovations.3 For 

example, in the regulatory debate over hydraulic fracturing, the frame of environmental risks 

rather than energy opportunity has been cemented by an alliance between activists, NGOs and 

                                                 
3 Based on observations from 21 interviews with participants in the policy arenas of 60 to 90 minutes in length.  



the Directorate-General for Environment, deploying normative keys that the energy industry 

cannot contest with cognitive keys. Concerning electronic cigarettes, MEPs that built alliances 

with communities of electronic cigarette users could deploy normative keys in Parliament that 

framed the issue in life-and-death terms to contest and overturn a number of dry, technical 

limitations. It seems that there are grounds to believe that in the regulation of disruptive 

innovation, normative and relational keys matter more than cognitive ones as Vollmer also 

suggests in the above. More work has to be done to consider how keys and frames interact, and 

how the power to shape that interaction is attained. Such insights will be crucial to developing a 

better understanding of the relationship between disruptive innovation, professional interaction, 

and policy arenas.  
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