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Veblen and Ayres’ ceremonial-instrumental dichotomy is considered the analytical core of Old Institutional 

Theory (OIT). This view offers a distinct perspective for analyzing economic issues. The object of economics 

is studied at the level of cultural generalization, not individual generalization (as neoclassicists do). Human 

behavior is understood as a process of cumulative adaptation to contextual circumstances. Thus, 

understanding the meaning of the dichotomy – of doing things and making social distinctions, and of its 

application to illuminate modern economic problems – deserves attention. This systematic literature review 

describes the main theoretical, analytical, methodological, and empirical contributions to the ceremonial-

instrumental dichotomy of the Veblen-Ayres tradition. To this end, articles on the topic published in the last 

46 years were reviewed, which resulted in the analysis of 45 articles, which can be classified as a) 

conceptual b) methodological; c) empirical, and d) literature reviews. This body of analysis provided 

insights that lead to inferring the possibility of research in different fields of social sciences. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

The Veblenian or ceremonial-instrumental dichotomy is not only a key concept of OIT but is 

considered by many to be the analytical nucleus of this strand of thought (Bush, 1983; Foster, 1981a; 

Waller, 1982). This is because it breaks with the neoclassical theory, by analyzing the object of the 

economics study at the level of cultural generalization and not at the level of individual generalization. This 

paradigm shift broadens its view of the “way to earn a living”. It identifies that “earning a living” includes 

both the use of tools to do things of an instrumental character and to make social distinctions of a ceremonial 

nature (Ayres, 1944). It also breaks down because it treats human behavior as a process of cumulative 
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adaptation to circumstances, while neoclassicals assume a priori, about the nature of human behavior and 

do not subject it to any testing process (Waller, 1982). This article used the term Old Institutional Theory 

to refer to institutionalists of the Veblen-Ayres tradition, who are recognized as thinkers of the “original” 

institutional theory. The adjectives “original” or “old” are used to differentiate this chain from modern 

theoretical formulations, which can also be classified as institutionalist (Böck and Almeida, 2018). 

According to Ayres, the only perspective institutionalists have in common is criticism of neoclassical theory 

(Ayres, 1944). 

Despite ceremonial-instrumental dichotomy being one of the most relevant concepts for the analysis of 

OIT, institutionalists have the challenge of instrumentalizing it with their methodology of analysis. 

Although, over time, it has been analyzed and reflected on from the perspective of several authors, of which 

Dugger (1995) stands out; Foster, (1981); Junker, (1979, 1982, 1983), there are few studies on its 

operationalization, basically those of Bush, (1983, 1987, 1989), Natarajan, Elsner, and Fullwiller, (2009) 

and O’Hara (2018). In addition, modern institutionalists have introduced an interpretation of Veblen’s 

dichotomy, different from the Ayresian interpretation (Böck and Almeida, 2018). Thus, the established 

problem concerns understanding how the key concepts of instrumentalism and ceremonialism evolved into 

the concept of ceremonial and instrumental dichotomy over time, both in theoretical, analytical, and 

empirical terms. Therefore, the objective is to describe the main theoretical, analytical, methodological, and 

empirical contributions to the ceremonial-instrumental dichotomy of the Veblen-Ayres tradition. 

The objective was pursued through a systematic literature review covering articles published in the past 

46 years. It is not common to find systematic literature reviews of central concepts in the institutional 

tradition of Veblen-Ayres, generally, these reviews are carried out in a narrative, but not in a systematic 

way. The only one that was identified through this research was that carried out by Almeida (2018), whose 

central concept of investigation focuses on institutions. However, systematic reviews are pertinent, as they 

enable an understanding of the theory and indicate research possibilities (Webster and Watson, 2002). 

James Esturgeon emphasized in the introduction of the 1996 edition of Ayres’ Theory of Economic 

Progress (1944/1996), that the instrumental ceremonial dichotomy was the “genuine analytical alternative 

to economic activities” (Esturgeon, 1944/1996, paragraph 2). Despite its importance, its application is timid 

given its analytical potential. On the other hand, Paul Strassmann, already in 1974, predicted that the 

Ayresian technology approach to economic progress would surpass the “determinism of the class struggle 

and entrepreneurial glorification” because he perceived the potential of this concept, but at that time it still 

received little attention (Strassmann, 1974, p. 671). In addition, the very meaning of the technological 

process requires a reassessment from time to time since both technology and human behavior change over 

time. Institutionalists see human behavior as a process of cumulative adaptation to changing circumstances 

in the cultural context in which the behavior occurs (Waller, 1982). It is understood that investigating the 

concept and presenting its evolution over time is essential to advance the scientific process of institutional 

theory. 

This article begins by situating the Institutional Theory of Tradition Veblen-Ayres and then 

immediately presents the concept of terms that culminate in the expression ceremonial-instrumental 

dichotomy. In the second session, the methodology is presented, the analysis of the results with the 

evolution of the concepts and the new empirical and analytical questions, and, finally, the final 

considerations. 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

The Institutional Theory of the Veblen-Ayres Tradition 

Until the publication of Hamilton’s text (1919), Institutional Theory was understood as an approach or 

an aspect of economic theory. However, that text suggested that the evolution of economic theory had failed 

to “recognize the complexity of the relationships that link human well-being to industry” (Hamilton, 1919, 

p. 311), whereas the institutional approach aimed at doing just that. Hence, the approach should be 

understood as the theory itself, since it grounded economic behavior in institutions, habits, and their 
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consequences, instead of assuming that a human being is utilitarian by nature (Almeida and Pessali, 2017; 

Böck and Almeida, 2018; Hamilton, 1919). 

In this regard, Thostein Veblen is considered one of the founders of this theory. His first writings date 

from the late 19th century and his publications extend to the first three decades of the 20th century. His 

analysis focused on the economic problems from a different perspective from the hegemonic thinking of 

the time, which was strongly influenced by the classical and neoclassical economic schools, which he 

considered too teleological since complex real-life phenomena are not always explained by a few variables 

in a model. Veblen proposed the emphasis more on the economic process and not so much on its ends (Bock 

and Almeida 2018; Hamilton, 1919; Veblen, 1898 and 1899) and strongly contested how pecuniary interests 

overlapped the interests and values of the collective. He did not emphasize the process of institutional 

change, but he sowed the seeds for it by inferring that technology could perhaps weaken pecuniary interests 

in favor of industrial interests (Böck and Almeida, 2018). 

Clarence Ayres looked at Veblen’s embryonic idea of studying institutional change. Ayres was one of 

Veblen’s main disciples, a philosopher and economist, he was a professor of economics at the University 

of Texas in Austin for almost 40 years and his most important work is The Theory of Economic Progress 

(1944). Politically speaking, Ayres is considered a reformer who was both critical of liberalism and 

radicalism, as he considered both insufficiently instrumental in solving social and economic problems. 

Moreover, he is considered an ethical cognitivist because he believes that moral choices are essentially 

objective (Tilman, 1974). Ayres was the leader of the Cactus Branch, a group of researchers who studied 

the Ayresian perspective of Veblen’s writings, namely: the importance of ceremonial and instrumental 

aspects to explain economic development (Almeida and Pessali, 2017; Böck and Almeida, 2018). 

Junker, (1979), one of the “cactus branchers”, synthesizes the institutional theory of the Veblen-Ayres 

tradition in seven main aspects. The first aspect concerns the teleological problem of analysis of cause and 

effect. Ayres and Veblen defended the concept of causality in procedural terms. That is, instead of primary 

causes and final effects, they maintained that socioeconomic phenomena and all life processes should be 

analyzed as evolutionary systems and as ensembles of open, continuous, and contextual relationships 

(Veblen 1898, 1899, Hamilton, 1919, Ayres, 1944, Junker, 1979, Böck and Almeida, 2018). 

The second aspect concerns the rejection of metaphysical dualism, of body and mind, and of a 

reductionist conception of reality found in expressions, such as: individual - social, means - end, body - 

soul, external - internal, materialist - idealistic, subjective-objective and others along the same lines. 

Principally, Ayres rejected a conception of the individual and the social that defines each of them as insular 

to the other (Junker, 1979). Second (Tilman, 1974), dualism is rejected by Ayres, as it generally leads to 

two errors: first is the sharp separation of facts and values and the second error is the belief that since they 

are so different, they are hardly related to each other. “All human activities are the sum of the acts of 

individual men. This is the level of generalization at which ordinary human affairs are conducted (...)” 

(Ayres, 1944, p. 97). This passage makes clear not only the rejection of dualism but also the idea that social 

reality can only be understood from the broader context which leads to the third aspect. 

The third aspect is that of culture: “All analysis must proceed at the level of generalization of culture 

and not of individuality so that the principle of technological progress is understood” (Ayres, 1944, p. 112). 

John Hodges comments in addendum II of The Theory of Economic Progress: “Until economists become 

aware of the role of culture, it is unlikely that they, including liberals, will break free from seemingly 

scientific systems that justify some system established somewhere” (Ayres, 1944/1996, Addendum II, para. 

10). This means that an institutionalist who follows the Veblen-Ayres perspective should always understand 

phenomena in contextual, historical and evolutionary terms. This is because human beings become socially 

and culturally human through the birth of cultures, with institutional forms, to which they partially adhere 

and, in part, challenge as cultural forms undergo change (Junker, 1979). 

The fourth aspect deals with the nature of institutions, they do not derive from the simple sum of 

individuals who are what they are “by nature” in a causal way. Although the word institution is used in a 

vague and even imprecise sense, the original or basic institutions (family, church, cities) are more than 

structural subdivisions of the social whole. They also have functional peculiarities in common that “give 

them a common tone and color and mark them, both functionally and structurally, from the undifferentiated 
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mass of social behavior” (Ayres, 1944, p. 180). The characteristics of these basic institutions are more 

ceremonial than technological and, for this reason, when referring to the nature of institutions, the 

ceremonial behavior stands out in these. 

The fifth aspect refers to the technological-scientific process and was analyzed by Ayres based on the 

assumption that learning is a cultural process. Thus, part of learning has to do with technological processes 

and part with ceremonial forces. The technological process is a cultural process because, at the same time, 

it involves human beings who combine tools, concepts, and ideas. The greater the proliferation of tools, 

concepts, and ideas, the more tools, concepts, and ideas there are for humans to combine (Ayres, 1944). 

The sixth aspect focuses on the criticism of the price system and all the value analysis constructed by 

neoclassical economic theory. The judgments and value assessments are culturally, institutionally, and 

justifiably more complex than neoclassical economic theory supposes (Junker, 1979). For every individual 

and the community, the value criterion is the continuation of the process of life, “keeping the machines 

running” (Ayres, 1944, p. 223). Thus, Ayres understood that humanity evolves because of its technological 

behavior, that is, its ability to improve the social environment using intellect in creating or improving 

existing tools. 

Finally, the seventh aspect of the institutional theory of the Veblen-Ayres tradition is the dichotomy of 

the ceremonial and instrumental aspects that are found at the extremes of a continuum. The story is a 

perpetual opposition of two forces: the dynamic force of technology - which continually promotes change 

and the static force of the ceremony - legendary customs and beliefs that hinder change (Ayres, 1944). This 

dichotomy focuses on the general interest of this article, which will be presented in more detail below. 

 

Instrumental Ceremonial Dichotomy 

The seven aspects listed by Louis Junker, (1979), are not independent. On the contrary, they are 

intertwined with each other, so that the explanation of one depends on and is intertwined with that of 

another. To explain the dichotomy, it is necessary to understand the importance of culture, the concept of 

institutions, and ceremonial and technological (instrumental) behavior. This construction will start in 

Veblen, later Ayres, and will be built chronologically throughout this research. 

Veblen affirms that institutions and habits contain great ceremonial content in his work entitled The 

Theory of the Leisure Class. The ceremonial can be understood as that which is socially acceptable and 

does not have relevant technological aspects. Thus, ceremonialism is a social creation at the heart of the 

customs of a given culture. In its conception, the idle class dictates customs rooted in society by habits 

(Veblen, 1899). Later, in The Theory of Business Enterprise, he observes that productive improvements are 

only possible through technological evolution by focusing on the influence of business logic on the social 

structure. Then he concludes that technology is a factor of change capable of being developed at the core 

of society by individuals who participate in it (Veblen, 1906). The parallel study of these two works permits 

identifying the cradle of the dichotomy (Böck and Almeida, 2018). The ceremonial aspect is extensively 

detailed in the first, through the analysis of honorific idleness, the role of women, clothing, 

and consumption, among others. These aspects have been analyzed over time in different cultures. On the 

other hand, from the analysis of the company’s functioning in The Theory of Business Enterprise, he 

segments the analysis in the machinic and management processes. The first evolves with technology and 

generates an impersonal cause and effect, while the second is ceremonially inherited and generates the 

natural feeling of property rights (Veblen, 1906). 

However, it was only through Ayres’ analysis that the analytical distinction between technology and 

ceremony was given. His analysis starts from a commonplace: the object of the study of economics, that is, 

“the activities in which men are dedicated to earning a living” (Ayres, 1944, p. 98). But, for him, the fact 

of “earning a living” should be analyzed at the level of cultural generalization and not at the level of 

individual generalization. This is because “earning a living” comprises both the relationship between the 

use of tools to do things (instrumentalism) and the use of tools to make social distinctions (ceremonialism). 

These two sets of activities not only coexist but are conditioned at each moment. In his words: “The 

distinction between the technological and ceremonial aspects of organized behavior is a dichotomy, but not 
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a dualism, that is, it undertakes to distinguish two aspects of what is still a single continuous activity, whose 

aspects are present all the time” (Ayres, 1944, p.101). 

Like Veblen, Ayres analyzed institutions as a particular aspect of culture, which are characterized by 

repeated behaviors, based on habit and, therefore, less prone to change. He emphasizes the danger of using 

the word “institution” to denote this aspect of culture and suggests looking at Veblen using the term 

“ceremonial function”. This substitution of the term “institution” with “ceremonial function” had two main 

effects. First, it eliminated the inaccuracy associated with the term “institution”, because “ceremonial” 

carries a more specific meaning. Second, it eliminated the confusion generated by the concept of 

institutions, defined by Hamilton (1919), which perceived the institution as “a stimulus to change”. In the 

view of Veblen and Ayres, the “institutions” of the time would be another hindrance to it (Waller, 1982). 

According to Veblen (1899), ceremonialism is socially created by the habits, customs, and institutions 

of the past which conditions the social issues of the present. In his work The Theory of the Leisure Class 

he describes that both the way of consuming and leisure are carried out by customs and are rooted in social 

behavior. These customs mirror the idle class. In other words, it is not enough to belong to the idle class, it 

is necessary to acquire the status associated with it. It is not enough to consume to survive, the idle class 

also employs waste (Veblen, 1899). 

Ceremonial behavior determines the status, in a ritualistic process, of mystical powers, by a set of 

beliefs of which all “ceremonial adequacy” is an expression, or in which the entire system of power of 

status and customs finds its supposed justification (Ayres, 1944). “Ceremonial adequacy” is a process by 

which society parsimoniously absorbs technology, thus affecting only some of its established habits without 

breaking its complete institutional set (Veblen, 1906). 

However, this does not mean that ceremonial behavior has never contributed to change, nor that it must 

be disregarded or less important: “It does not mean that ceremonial systems of behavior do not change. We 

know that they change” (Ayres, 1944, p.162). This also does not mean that the great strength of the 

community tradition has no importance, on the contrary, it should even be the objective of social analysis 

to “try to understand the nature of this force and 9qwhow it operates in the life of any community and even 

more, in the process of social change” (Ayres, 1944, p.162). 

Technology, in turn, covers all human activities, which involve the use of tools of all kinds. For Ayres, 

technology ranges from the use of the simplest and most rudimentary stones to the most modern laboratory 

equipment, including written language, books, and mathematical symbols, that is, human skills imbricated 

with tools (Ayres, 1944). Throughout the book Theory of Economic Progress, Ayres uses the terms 

“ceremonial” and “technological” at various times, including explaining why the relationship between them 

is dichotomous. However, the expression: “ceremonial-instrumental dichotomy” was coined much later, 

from a re-reading of the writings of Veblen and Ayres, by Bush and Junker (Almeida and Pessali, 2017; 

Bush, 1983, 1987; Junker, 1982, 1983). In just one passage of his book, Ayres uses the word instrumental 

as a synonym for technological, when explaining the similarities of logical values, moral values, and 

aesthetic values: “What they have in common is the technological (or instrumental) continuum to which all 

make reference and from all derives their meaning” (Ayres, 1944, p. 222). 

Ayres envisioned that economic progress was explained by technological evolution, while Veblen was 

not so optimistic about the possibility of institutional change (even though he signaled that the technological 

advance of the machinic process could occur) and used the ceremonial term almost as synonymous with 

institutions (Waller, 1982). Even though Ayres explained why she preferred to use the word “ceremonial” 

instead of “institution”, for her, institutions are not inhibitors or stimulators of change, since they are present 

in both technological and ceremonial aspects of organized behavior. Whether institutions are agents of 

change or not depends on how oriented they are to ceremonial or instrumental behavior. The next item 

presents the methodology used to select the analyzed articles. 
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METHODOLOGY 

 

Description of the Body of Analysis and Sources of Evidence 

For the definition of the body of analysis, the systematic literature review (SLR) procedures were 

applied according to what was prescribed by Levy and Ellis, (2006). These authors suggest performing the 

analysis in 3 phases: input, processing, and output. In the “entries” phase, the review protocol is elaborated, 

comprising the description of the search criteria, the inclusion and exclusion criteria, as well as the 

description of the analysis techniques and tools. In the “processing” phase, what was defined in the protocol 

is applied. The first two phases are described in the methodological procedures and generate the “output” 

whose information is briefly presented but is detailed in the analysis of the results. 

Thus, the First Phase was composed of Entries. For that, searches were carried out in the following 

databases: Web of Science - WoS, Scopus, and Ebesco Host. They were chosen because they include 

relevant journals in the fields of economics, accounting, and administration, in addition to allowing searches 

of more than one combination of terms simultaneously. The keywords, in English, “ceremonial” and 

“instrumental” were used for the query, generating the search string “ceremonial AND instrumental”. 

In the Scopus database, the search string was entered in quotation marks in the “title, abstract, and 

keywords” field. The research was refined by the areas “Economics, Econometrics and Finance” and 

“Business, Management and Accounting”, returning 22 articles. In WoS, the search string was typed in the 

“topic” field and later the results were refined by the “economics”, “management” and “business” 

knowledge areas, returning 16 articles. Finally, in Ebesco Host, no specific field was selected. The search 

was refined by the subject’s “economics”, “human behavior”, “Ayres, Clarence Edwin, 1891-1972”, 

“Veblen, Thorstein, 1857-1929”, “Journal of Economic Issues (periodical)”, “organizational structure” and 

returned 29 articles, of which the database itself excluded duplicates, leaving 18. 

After the selection of 56 articles (22 in Scopus, 16 in WoS, and 18 in Ebesco Host), the exclusion 

criteria adopted were applied consecutively through 4 stages: stage 1, repeated articles (which appeared on 

more than one basis), stage 2, articles that were not adhering to the research question after reading the title, 

abstract and keywords, were excluded, stage 3 - articles written in languages other than English, Portuguese 

or Spanish were excluded and stage 4 - articles that were not adherent to the research question, identified 

after the reading the respective introduction and conclusion were excluded. The articles that remained after 

applying the 4 stages were read in full. 

Following, in a process of analysis “back and forth”, the seminal book The Theory of Economic 

Progress by Ayres was included, and due to its great prominence, the work of Paul D. Bush. Notably, the 

articles An Exploration of the Structural Characteristics of a Veblen-Ayres-Foster Defined Institutional 

Domain (1983), The Theory of Institutional Change (1987), and The Concept of “Progressive” Institutional 

Change and Its Implications for Economic Policy Formation (1989), were also included in the analysis. In 

addition, it was possible to infer that the Journal of Economic Issues (JEI) is the one that most publishes 

articles on the subject. Hence, a specific review was carried out of the last 10 years of this journal’s edition, 

in which the terms “ceremonial AND instrumental” were typed in the proper field for the research, totaling 

15 articles. 

Phase 2 comprised the processing stage. In this phase, the articles were identified, selected, and 

evaluated, following the inclusion and exclusion criteria established in the previous phase, whose criteria 

resulted in 45 articles (in addition to the book The Theory of Economic Progress), as detailed in Table 1. 
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TABLE 1  

 EXCLUSION/INCLUSION CRITERIA 

 

Number of articles  WOS  Scopus  EBSCO  JEI Back and 

forth 

Total 

Number of articles  16  22  18  15 - 71 

(-) duplicates  (13)  -  (4)  (2) - (19) 

(-) excluded after reading the title, summary, and 

keywords 

  -  -  -  - - - 

(-) foreign language (other than English or Spanish)  (1)  -  -  - - (1) 

(-) excluded after reading the introduction and 

conclusion 

 (1)  -  (6)  (3) - (10) 

(+) articles included due to the relevance attributed to 

the previous literature 

        4 4 

Total  1  22  8  10 4 45 
Source: by authors  

 

The exclusion of the 10 articles, after reading the introduction and conclusion, was established for the 

following reasons: three of them were classified in the databases as articles but were configured as two 

comments on articles and one was an editorial. The other seven articles were excluded because they did not 

deal with dichotomy, but they only cited it once throughout the text without any further elaboration. 

The third stage proposed is the analysis of the article or the “Output” phase. This stage aimed to collect 

information to support the study. Each article was analyzed individually to extract the meaning and main 

contributions to the theoretical, analytical, methodological, and empirical issues of the ceremonial-

instrumental dichotomy. The presentation and discussion of the results are emphasized in the analysis of 

the results. 

 

Evidence Collection and Analysis Technique  

The research took place between June 25th and July 25th, 2020. From the reading of the articles, the 

methodology, subject, theory used, and the main conclusions of each one were classified. With a review of 

the reading performed, it was possible to classify the articles in the following clusters: 1) conceptual articles, 

which present or develop concepts about the dichotomy. These articles are usually the oldest, 2) articles 

dealing with methodology, which present some methodology for testing the theory or suggest 

methodological approaches, 3) empirical articles, which apply the theory in some context through some 

methodological approach and are predominantly the most recent and 4) literature reviews, which develop 

some theme from previous studies. 

The texts read were submitted to an analysis technique called hermeneutic debate, which according to 

(Minayo, 2002) is not limited to a simple technique of analysis of evidence, but by enabling a reflection 

that is based on praxis, the union of both approaches enriches the conduct of the process, both 

comprehensive and critical in the study of social reality. The union of hermeneutics with dialectics is 

defended by Stein (1987), since they are two paths that can elevate the method to an “instrument for the 

production of rationality, through the convergence between philosophy and human sciences”, transcending 

the “fragmentation of scientific procedures in general”. He understands that critical reflection “accentuates 

difference and contrast, while hermeneutic reflection accentuates identity”. Thus, the critical (dialectical) 

method detects “the rupture of meaning, while the hermeneutic method seeks in many senses the lost unity” 

(Stein, 1987, p. 25). 

Thus, each article was read more than once, in chronological order, allowing us to identify both the 

contextualization of the ceremonial and instrumental concept and the evolution of the concept itself over 

time. The first reading was performed to familiarize us with the content covered and identify if it was 

adequate to the proposed objective. A second reading, this time more attentive, was done while the most 

important excerpts were highlighted. This process was completed in August 2020. The third reading 
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identified and grouped the information of interest, such as key concepts and theory, and was completed in 

January 2021. In the case of empirical studies, we sought to identify the method employed and the context 

of application in addition to these aspects. 

 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

 

Reading the articles made it possible to classify them into four categories of reviewed articles: 

conceptual, methodological, empirical, and literature review. In addition to the classic election to support 

this discussion: Ayres. The set of conceptual articles discusses and deepens both the meaning of dichotomy 

and its usefulness in the analysis of economic and social problems. They are characterized by being, 

generally, older articles. This group of scholars explores both the technological aspect of dichotomy and its 

understanding in the context of institutions. The central criticism established concerns the need for 

the instrumentalization of the “analytical nucleus” to advance OIT. 

The methodological articles comprise the efforts to instrumentalize institutional theory with analysis 

methodologies adhering to the analytical nucleus, ceremonial-instrumental dichotomy. These are more 

recent articles, whose authors may have moved from the central criticism of conceptual articles. In this 

context, we identified authors who innovated and sought to develop their methodologies and those who 

validated applied methodologies. 

Empirical articles are those in which some methodological procedures are used to analyze the specific 

economic and social reality, in the light of the ceremonial-instrumental dichotomy. Finally, articles that 

used literature review were identified, whose authors, unlike the previous categories, were based on 

previous literature to obtain answers to their research problems. Thus, below we present the deepening of 

the aspects summarized so far. 

 

The Technological Aspect of the Dichotomy 

Ayres understood that economic progress was due to technology, not in the sense of technological 

determinism, but considering that technology is a process of knowledge and human skills combined with 

tools and, most importantly, a continuous process. Thus, he understood that technological innovations arose 

from the ability to combine the physical character of tools: “Inventions and discoveries are combinations 

of tools, instruments, and materials instrumentally manipulated; and the more tools there are, the greater 

the potential for innovation and technological discovery” (Ayres, 1944, p. 211). However, Wisman and 

Rozansky (1991) criticize institutionalists for claiming that economic progress occurs due to technology 

but do not describe how institutions evolve. They also criticize that they have not developed any model of 

social change with formulable and widely accepted properties. 

For De Gregori (1977), in Ayres’ theory of economic progress, the term “technology” necessitates 

definition. In his conception, his mentality was reductionist since he conceived technology implicitly as the 

success of devices. Ayres (1944/1996) refutes the misinterpretations in the preface to the 1962 edition, 

clarifying: “But tools are not technology. The two most common mistakes people make about technology 

are: (1) thinking of it as non-human tools and (2) thinking of it as human skill. Both mistakes make it 

impossible to understand how technology develops” (Foreword 1962, para. 6). Perhaps consequently, 

Almeida and Pessali, (2017) claim that De Gregori considered Ayres to be a technological determinist. 

The fact is that De Gregori (1977) recognizes that the Ayresian technological scheme is useful for 

interpreting historical changes on a large scale yet understands that it is flawed in the application of theory 

to historical or contemporary issues. Foster, (1981b), agrees that social theory does not clearly and directly 

enable us to solve the social problems generated by technology, but believes that institutional adjustments 

are the way. There is no stopping technological development, so there is no stopping the emergence of 

social problems. The only course is to solve these problems as they arise, as it is through the resolution of 

problems, both physical and social, that progress is made. 

In this regard, (De Gregori, 1977) proposed a small change in Ayres’ technological approach, 

suggesting that the act of solving problems using tools should be defined by the term “technologizing”. 

This is because technology itself cannot be directly observed. Technology can only be inferred by observing 
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repeated acts of technologizing. And technologizing cannot be fully defined without specifying the 

problems to be solved. Thus, it appears that it advances in two ways: 1) in the definition of the term 

technology, which cannot be directly observed, only inferred from the observation of continuous acts of the 

use of tools for solving problems (technologizing); 2) thus, indirectly, it also proposes a methodology of 

analysis, namely: the repeated observation of human behavior, in solving a certain problem, with the use of 

tools. 

The complexity lies in the fact that the technological process is cultural, that is, it involves human 

beings who combine tools, concepts, and ideas simultaneously and over time. Therefore, although culture 

and institutions contemplate both technological and instrumental aspects, Ayres tried to analyze these 

aspects separately. In his view, he isolated the aspect that slowed progress and, looking at Veblen, called it 

ceremonial and called those behaviors that oppose the ceremonial behavior, technological-instrumental 

behavior (Junker, 1979). The need to isolate each of these aspects arises only from a theoretical need since 

technology needs to be understood as a part of the behavior in symbiotic association with some conception 

of production relations, some conception of institutional functioning, and some conception of a pattern of 

control (Junker, 1982). 

The maturation of Ayres’ ideas by the Cactus Branchers brought the great challenge of identifying and 

separating the use of technology, “by destructive, exploratory and humiliating forces”, from those 

constructive forces that use technology in a more “creative and with more liberating consequences” (Junker, 

1983, p. 343). For this group of scholars, entrepreneurial power, most of the time, does not act for the 

benefit of humanity. Technology and science in such hands, “limited by a binding legal system, a distorted 

media system, and a comprehensive property control system is utterly destructive” (Junker, 1983, p. 344). 

The market mentality erodes the instrumental functions of the community, thus generating negative 

externalities in society (Swaney, 1981; Elsner, Hocker, and Schwardt, 2010). 

That is why, it is cooperation (and not market mentality), considered the technological-instrumental 

dimension of institutionalism (Elsner Elsner, Hocker, and Schwardt, 2010). The habits of thought, implied 

in progressive institutional change, have a cooperative and non-conflicting nature, especially for the 

supporters of the ordonomic perspective. The ordinary perspective is a recently developed institutional 

economics research program that focuses on analyzing systematic interdependencies between institutions 

and ideas. This line of reasoning presupposes that in the process of progressive institutional change, the 

ceremonial patterns of behavior are displaced by the involvement of these self-interests in the problem-

solving processes that benefit all participants. These problem-solving processes transcend the existing 

structure of ceremonial domination (Hielscher, Pies, and Valentinov, 2012). 

However, Wisman and Rozansky (1991) believe that considering cooperation as the instrumental 

dimension of institutionalism makes no sense. This is because the argument that change is evolutionary has 

been adapted from the Darwinian concept of the evolution of species. However, the evolution of species 

occurs through natural selection, which is precisely based on competitiveness and not on cooperation. 

However, for institutionalists, cooperation, as opposed to competition, promotes economic and social well-

being. Consequently, institutional economics does not have a mechanism fully comparable to Darwinian 

natural selection (Wisman and Rozansky, 1991). 

Modernly, the concept of technological evolution has been discussed in terms of innovation. Elsner, 

(2018) sees innovation as the core of a complex adaptive economic system and its evolutionary dynamics. 

In this context, innovation would be the evolutionary process that would necessarily result in improving 

socioeconomic and social problems, common and collective in the real world. Dolfma (2019) states that 

innovation can happen when existing and standardized bodies of knowledge are combined. To this end, it 

suggests that institutionalized communication be observed within a company to discover how innovation 

takes shape. In addition, it emphasizes that the success of innovation depends on its added value or 

usefulness being perceived by a large enough group of community participants. Thus, from the institutional 

perspective, for a change to be considered innovation, the social result must be positive, the communication 

that deals with such a change must be institutionalized and a substantial group of individuals must perceive 

the result. 
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In this context, the Ayresian synthesis planted the roots for a theory of economic progress from the 

analysis of society through the lens of dichotomy. However, for post-Ayresian supporters, technology is no 

longer the dynamic factor in social change, which has become psychology, that is, it is based on human 

nature, on the “development capacity” of human psychology, and no longer on combinations of tools-skills 

of new technology. On the other hand, the factor resistant to social change is no longer primitivism and has 

become elitism. Still, the locus of value in the social process ceased to be technology and became a 

democracy. The nature of institutions has ceased to be monistic, that is, ceremonial, to be dualistic: 

instrumental and ceremonial. Consequently, progress is no longer obvious, but problematic (Dugger, 1995). 

Therefore, it is important to remember the distinction between the instrumental and ceremonial 

functions of the institutions. Otherwise, it will not be possible to see very clearly the role that technology 

plays in social problems (Foster, 1981b; Waller, 1982). For this reason, the next item discusses the concept 

of dichotomy in the context of institutions. 

 

Dichotomy in the Context of Institutions 

As it was possible to perceive until now, technology “is always inserted in a functional cultural context, 

as it is also simultaneously the context incorporated for other parts of the institutional pattern” (Junker, 

1982, p. 143). Technology therefore involves a portion of human behavior that is correlated with both tools 

and context. In turn, the institution arises when a pattern of correlated behavior begins to be practiced by 

individuals whose activities and attitudes are correlated (Bush, 1983). These patterns of behavior are widely 

agreed upon among a group of people organized to pursue some particular purpose (Foster, 1981b). 

For Ayres, the term institution was not a structural category. In other words, it did not refer only to 

dividing the total substance of society into its constituent parts. Rather, it would be a functional category, 

as they would be the vectors for transmitting ceremonial behaviors over time, inhibiting advances of an 

instrumental nature. The writings of Veblen and Ayres suggest that instrumentalism drives the development 

of society while ceremonialism slows it down (Ayres, 1944, Almeida and Pessali, 2017). 

The reinterpretation of the original writings, which culminated in instrumental-ceremonial dichotomy, 

emphasizes that ceremonial behavior is so-called due to the myths and traditions that are used to manipulate 

and control human beings, ceremonially (Junker, 1983). This is how institutional power systems are defined 

and symbiotically understood, what controls them, how they exercise that control, and to what extent their 

control can or cannot be summed up. From this perspective, institutional power controls technological 

forces. 

Thus, the concept of institutions, for institutionalists of the Veblen-Ayres tradition, evolved from the 

“synonym of ceremonial” to the “prescribed patterns of human behavior correlated with (a) ceremonial and 

(b) instrumental aspects” Foster (1981b, p. 908). This way, institutions are evaluated according to the 

different ways in which power of control is exercised or, at the end of the continuum, actions are carried 

out cooperatively. Thus, when observing patterns of institutional behavior, it should be sought to show the 

correlations between these patterns, the existing controls, and the performance of the institutions. According 

to Junker (1979), this cannot be done unless the institutionalist position on the ceremonial-instrumental 

dichotomy is understood, which makes it the analysis tool for evaluating human behavior, at the cultural 

(not individual) level, and identifying its instrumental and ceremonial qualities (Waller, 1982). 

Within institutions, instrumental (technological) behavior refers to a symbiotic, inseparable set of 

functions that increases human well-being, and ceremonial behavior refers to a symbiotic, inseparable set 

of functions that reduces it and expands the role of activities and social waste (Junker, 1982). Technological 

disorders have a very real influence on social problems (Foster, 1981b). Thus, the institutions comprise 

both ceremonial and instrumental behaviors, however, the result related to social well-being that the 

institution will be able to promote will depend on whether the correlated behavior is more oriented towards 

ceremonial or instrumental. 

In this respect, it is important to emphasize that the members of an institution can oppose the 

instrumental behavior of adjusting to resolve a particular social problem when this adjustment decreases its 

position in terms of prestige - ceremonial behavior (Foster, 1981b). Thus, it remains clear that, in addition 
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to serving as an analysis of behavior, the ceremonial and instrumental aspects are co-existent and 

intertwined with the concept of institution Consequently, an evaluative element appears. 

In this context, market activities would represent the union of two sets of values: those that are 

“technological-instrumental” and those that are “ceremonial”. The values in the first set would be “true” or 

“objective”, and would emanate from the technological process and, therefore, be employed in activities 

that would improve life and be conducive to progress. The values of the second set would be “false” and 

derived from individual interests and from the existing structure and status of power, among other things, 

that is, they would tend to delay the development of human well-being (Ayres, 1944). However, to improve 

this well-being, there is a need for continuous adjustment of economic institutions. This raises the problem 

of determining a criterion on which a selection between alternatives can be made. This criterion must be 

the instrumental efficiency of the social and economic process, measured by its capacity to effectively 

improve the life process of humanity (Tilman, 1974). 

Thus, the “correlation” of behavior in an institution would be prescribed by the value structure of 

society, that is, the values would function as criteria for the correlation of behavior within the institutional 

domain. Values can be ceremonial or instrumental. Customs and folklore guarantee ceremonial values in 

hierarchies of corporate status and “invidious” distinctions. They rationalize power relations and standards 

of authority embodied in the status quo. Instrumental values are guaranteed through the systematic 

application of knowledge to the problem-solving process. They emerge from the processes of investigating 

causal relationships (Bush, 1983). 

Consequently, society’s value structure motivates the behavior adopted within an institution, and this 

behavior can be ceremonial or instrumental. Ceremonial behavior is motivated by ideas and concepts used 

and organized to sustain and legitimize oppression, forming a system of “master-servant relations and 

status”, while institutional behavior is “liberating” (Junker, 1982, p. 143). On the other hand, Wisman and 

Rozansky (1991) envision that prejudices of power, conflict, and vested interests end up being directed by 

institutionalists to the study of specific social contexts, as opposed to the generation of more general theories 

to show how they are interrelated. It also includes in its criticism the fact that institutionalists emphasize 

the plasticity of human behavior in cultural terms and place little emphasis on genetically inherited traits. 

The dichotomy is also widely cited by Junker (1979, 1982, 1983), Foster (1981b), Busch (1983, 1987, 

1989), and O’Hara, (2018) among others, in terms of the function of the institutions. The instrumental 

function would be represented by the group’s collaborative activity, on the other hand, the ceremonial 

function would be that which differentiates people and groups in “invidious” terms. “The chief can be 

identified in terms of his instrumental function, but he can also be identified in terms of prestige, honor, 

attitude of deference or power” (Foster, 1981b, p. 908). Instrumental functions involve promoting the joint 

stock of knowledge and skills, while ceremonial functions concern small groups that control the joint stock 

through “invidious” distinctions, such as class, gender, ethnic, and national disparities (O’Hara, 2018). 

Finally, Junker (1983) describes the dichotomy in terms of relationships. For him, technological 

relations involve, at the same time, and as dimensions of each other: 

a) things - tools, symbols, machines 

b) skill - behavior with things in a productive way 

c) organization - coherence and integration of behavioral relations with things 

d) administration - decision-making about coherence and integration of behavioral relations with 

things 

e) control - general monitoring and adjustment of decision-making on the coherence and 

integration of behavioral relations with things and 

f) values - criteria that allow evaluating the general monitoring and adjustment of decision-

making on coherence and integration of behavioral relations with things. 

The result of this integrative system is the production of justified knowledge and the recognition that 

the production and the procedural consequences of verifiable knowledge necessarily involve all these 

elements. On the other hand, ceremonial relations are forces expressed through “repressive, obstructive, 

and exploratory institutions in the control of technology and science, so that there is a greater benefit to the 

powers invested than to the community at large” (Junker, 1983, p. 343). 
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Thus, instrumental institutions are those whose forces of knowledge are expressed through flexible and 

democratizing institutions controlling technology and science. These institutions expand knowledge 

guaranteed for the greater benefit of the community at large and can expand community accessibility and 

participation on a peer-to-peer basis. This process is known as liberation (Junker, 1983). 

Consequently, it appears that behaviors are ethical in those institutions in which instrumental relations 

prevail, which does not necessarily occur in those in which ceremonial relations prevail (Junker, 1983). 

Even if it is discussed whether ethics is a class of institutions and social norms, (Stevenson, 2002) it is 

necessary to develop a more comprehensive moral and ethical basis for the social and institutional economy. 

This fact can improve the policy by providing detailed guidelines on the “good society” that we all want to 

develop. The concept of what is social and promotes the common good versus what is associative and 

against the common good is a mere starting point for this analysis (O´Hara, 2018). 

Modernly, the discussion about the ceremonial-instrumental dichotomy in the context of institutions 

“leads to the interpretation that instrumental characteristics are problem-solving traits, while ceremonial 

characteristics are the questions that involve how things should be done to solve a problem” (Almeida and 

Pessali, 2017). And in the specific context of the company, instrumentalism is represented by the productive 

resources of the process, to shape a ceremonial result that are the productive services, compatible with what 

the entrepreneur imagines as sources of pecuniary gains, that is, the productive opportunities. Habits, 

values, and practices can then be addressed as ceremonial production issues. In addition to dealing with the 

company’s internal ceremonial and instrumental aspects, it is necessary to deal with the institutional set 

external to the company that is interconnected to this internal set and as such it also presents its instrumental-

ceremonial dichotomy (Almeida and Pessali, 2017). 

In this context, a common aspect of both institutionalist literature and its critics referred to the need to 

improve the technical dimensions of the analysis, so that the theory could advance. Whether through simple 

and dynamic mathematical forms or more sophisticated yet accessible methods of empirical analysis (Bush, 

1983, Wisman and Rozansky 1991 O’Hara, 2018). Therefore, the efforts that are being made in this 

direction are presented below. 

 

Methodologies Adhering to the Analysis of Scientific Problems in the Light of the Ceremonial - 

Instrumental Dichotomy 

Bush (1983) instrumentalized the OIT with its methodology of analysis. Its model uses the artificial 

language of graphics theory and emerges from the ceremonial-instrumental dichotomy. The model is 

established by 10 axioms and 7 theorems, demonstrating the complexity of the institutional structure and 

the central role values play in the correlation of behavior within this structure. In addition, the meanings of 

“technological innovation” and “institutional change” were deduced and applied to an analysis of changes 

in the institutional structure. Swaney, (1986) summarizes Bush’s model and suggests incorporating the 

interactions between socio-system and ecosystem at the same time. 

In 1987 Bush brought together the classic foundations of the theory that were laid down by Veblen, 

Commons, Dewey, and Ayres. He added the contemporary refinements made by Foster, Dugger, Hamilton, 

Hayden, Junker, Klein, Mayhew, Neale, Ranson, and Tool to his model and called this body of knowledge 

The Theory of Institutional Change. Since then, his model has been tested empirically, as per Lacasa’s 

(2014) and Siu (2018) example. 

In 1989, Bush embraced Swaney’s (1986) claim “Our prior discussion of non-ceremonial restrictions 

on progressive institutional change must be expanded to include Swaney’s “coevolutionary sustainability”. 

This does not mean that there are no ceremonial dimensions to maintain “coevolutionary sustainability”, as 

they exist. He adds: “In the current phase of our knowledge of these problems, it is not immediately clear 

how the planning of progressive institutional changes can bring us closer to” coevolutionary sustainability 

“. Thus, it establishes that the research agenda should accommodate these analyzes (Bush, 1989, p. 457). 

Sturgeon, (2009) demonstrates that there is a synergistic relationship between Hayden’s Social Fabric 

Matrix (SFM) and Foster’s Principles of Institutional Adjustment (PIA). He demonstrated that recognized 

interdependence has patterns and that these can be very useful for both conceptual and empirical 

development. Along this line Elsner, (2012) proposed the mutual approximation of the Veblen-Ayres-
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Foster-Bush (VAFB) and Evolutionary-Institutional Interpretation of Game Theory (EIGT) paradigms, as 

he understands that this approach will allow, namely: (1) a deeper logical analysis of institutions, (2) 

revealing the (hitherto) base of implicit value in EIGT, (3) a deeper analysis of instrumental-ceremonial 

asymmetry, (4) additional understanding of the ceremonial domain and encapsulation, and (5) further 

clarification of the institutionalist conception of policy. 

Heinrich, (2017) recognizes that there are great differences between genetic evolution and the evolution 

of economic systems, however, guarding the appropriate differences, he argues that evolutionary models 

inspired by Darwinian theory may adequately represent economic reality and its natural complexity and 

that they can discover the mechanisms and regularities that drive the economy, especially taking into 

account technological advances, although it does not demonstrate how to operationalize this concept, in a 

way, it accepts Wisman and Rozansky’s (1991) criticism. 

Thus, the criticisms directed at institutional theory regarding the lack of a theoretical body capable of 

empirical application began to take shape. Giannakouros and Chen, (2018) point out that economists should 

reverse econometric programs to privilege the original institutionalist methods (it also includes Keynesian 

methods and those of pragmatist philosophy). Among several examples, they cite graphical analysis, 

statistical inferences, the R programming language, the GNU Emacs text editor, the LaTeX composition 

system, and support tools to form an integrated environment. The following shows how the ceremonial-

instrumental dichotomy has been used to illuminate social problems and which methodological procedures 

have been used the most. 

 

Empirical Analysis of Problems Illuminated by Dichotomy  

Empirical articles that used the dichotomy as an analytical lens, can be classified into quantitative and 

qualitative articles. The qualitative approach stands out with 13 of the 15 articles analyzed in this category. 

The quantitative approach is not so common in the analysis of problems that use the theoretical lens of 

institutional theory, although Russo and Guerreiro, (2017) and Tubadji and Nijkamp, (2018) have 

challenged this logic, using structural equation analysis and regression analysis, respectively. 

 

TABLE 2 

 EMPIRICAL ARTICLES 

 

Author/Year Methodology 

Ezzamel (1997), Marire (2015)  Documentary analysis  

Adams and Brunner (2003), Grolleau, Lakhal, and Mzoughi (2008), 

Schwardt (2011), Maslov and Volchik (2014), Cypher (2015), 

Papadopoulos (2015) 

Historical narrative analysis 

Elsner, Hocker and Schwardt (2010), Yetano (2013), Vo, Culié and 

Mounoud (2016) 

Case studies  

Lacasa (2014), Siu (2018) Paul D. Busch model 

Russo and Guerreiro (2017), Tubadji and Nijkamp (2018) Quantitative  
Source: by authors 

 

Russo and Guerreiro (2017) proposed a construct for understanding the factors that act on the socio-

materiality perceived by managers based on the ceremonial and or instrumentality of Management 

Accounting Practices (MAP) most used in large Brazilian non-financial organizations. They concluded that 

61% of managers instrumentally use management accounting tools, that is, the technologies associated with 

MAPs are not only used to solve problems but also contribute to changing the context in which they are 

inserted. However, they did not analyze whether the changes generate greater well-being for society, which 

is one of the main objectives of the instrumental value of technology and the institutions that use it. 

Tubadji and Nijkamp (2018) aimed to examine the impact of so-called cultural corridors in southeastern 

Europe on well-being and total employment at the local or regional level. The analysis used a regression 

model using a 2SLS instrumental variable (IV) approach, with a pooled data set at NUTS 3 (Eurostat) level 
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from 1980 to 2011. The main conclusion is that the distance from the cultural corridor under investigation 

strongly predicts local socio-economic development. And that both ceremonial (such as migration) and 

instrumental (such as innovation) aspects are present in this process. The ceremonial aspect would give rise 

to the regions and the instrumental one would be one of the main economic growth and development 

engines. 

Among the qualitative analyzes, 3 studies used the case study. Elsner, Hocker, and Schwardt (2010), 

based on multiple case studies, developed the Organizational Triangle and emphasized that it can provide 

a simple framework to apply evolutionary-institutional analysis, including institutional dichotomy, the 

principle of social value and the theory of institutional change, in addition to measuring and mapping its 

results in the field of organizational forms and coordination systems. This article, as classified as 

methodological, responds to the aspirations of the institutionalist school, because employing a robust 

analysis technique, not only expands the theory but also suggests a new analysis technique. 

Yetano, (2013) studies the adoption of measurement and performance management in an Australian 

city. It applies a longitudinal perspective considering ceremonial and instrumental dichotomy and of the 

theory of structuring. It concludes that local governments are adopting performance measurement and 

management more ceremonially than instrumentally. Vo, Culié, and Mounoud (2016) studied how 

employees of symbolic structures perceive a situation of decoupling and do their work, through a case study 

in a multinational company, which adopted the vision and implemented different tools and knowledge 

management practices (KM). A situation of dissociation was identified and ended up making KM a 

ceremonial facade. In this scenario, four possible experiences for managers were identified: imprisoned 

missionaries, recognized opportunists, disoriented fugitives, and safe servants. 

Considering the ceremonial-instrumental dichotomy, the historical narrative approach is the most used. 

Adams and Brunner, (2003) use it to describe reforms in Nepal’s financial sector, concluding that 

institutional obstructions remained powerful enough to contain technological innovation in the country’s 

financial sector. Grolleau Lakhal and Mzoughi (2008) applied it in the context of obtaining fake diplomas 

and concluded that the diplomas serve both instrumental and ceremonial purposes. Diploma holders can be 

considered club members, as these documents give holders skills, signage, and status. Papadopoulos (2015) 

aimed to develop a theoretical framework for the study and integration of financial innovation in the 

institutional structures that support the functioning of the monetary system. His study culminated in 

presenting the context and principles for government regulation of financial innovation. He concluded that 

the cause of the monetary crisis was the neglect of institutional structures. These structures are permeated 

by ceremonial attitudes that ultimately led to the instability of the monetary system and the concentration 

of wealth and power in the hands of the financial sector. 

Historical contextual analysis has also been widely used to describe the political development of 

countries or regions, in the light of dichotomy. Schwardt (2011) applies it to describe the situation in 

Argentina. It points to several ceremonial obstacles to the country’s development and recommends that the 

institutional framework be constant to overcome ceremonial standards. This is a necessary condition for 

the long-term success of a political economy. Similarly, Maslov and Volchik (2014) apply it to explain the 

low level of development of the Russian Region called Dom Army and Cypher (2015) analyzes the period 

from 2003 to 2015, understood by some as a “neo-developmentalism” period in Brazil. 

Based on documentary analysis of the original (translated) records of evidence from the New Kingdom 

(1552-1069 BC) in Ancient Egypt, Ezzamel, (1997) describes the practice of control in a bakery. His work 

suggests that accounting played an important role in legitimizing the authority and power of civil servants, 

particularly scribes, insofar as it ceremonially justified their social status. 

Marire, (2015) used the same methodological procedure to examine the historical evolution of the 

institutions that facilitated the development of recreational trout fishing in South Africa. The main 

conclusions are: a) convergence of ceremonial interests of the government and the idle class, led to the 

design of institutions that facilitated the introduction of trout into the ecosystem; b) Lysenkoism shaped 

interests, even though fishing research had pointed out the invasive effects of trout, scientists recommended 

the widespread development of the fishing of this species; c) the presence of pecuniary emulation that came 

to recommend the deliberate extermination of Indigenous species to create a habitat for trout and d) 



 Journal of Applied Business and Economics Vol. 26(5) 2024 167 

ceremonial systems are not always linked to the past, pecuniary emulation, by its very nature, has the effect 

of forcing institutional change for the realization of an “imagined” future. In the context in question: the 

future of South African waters well stocked with trout. Thus, it suggests that Paul D. Bush’s concept of 

institutional spaces can be extended. 

Lacasa, (2014) uses the Bush model to analyze the generation and distribution of electricity in 

Germany. It concludes that although renewable energy technologies have spread, this has only occurred to 

a certain extent, as the powers behind the industry remain in dominant positions. Certain institutional 

learning can be observed with the policy instruments introduced, but even so, the system is far from being 

technologically transformed as it fully exploits the instrumental potential of renewable energy technologies. 

This means the encapsulation of the instrumental values that the cultivation of renewable energy could 

generate. On the other hand, Siu (2018), when analyzing the historical evolution of the leisure industry, 

concludes that the model proposed by Bush deserves a more in-depth examination in this context. 

 

The Ceremonial and Instrumental Dichotomy Within the Scope of Literature Reviews 

The articles classified in this topic are not conceptual, since they do not develop or improve a specific 

concept and do not fall into the other categories already presented. Therefore, they were classified as 

literature reviews, as they rely on previous literature to respond to specific research problems. 

 

TABLE 3  

LITERATURE REVIEWS 

 

Author/Year Title Journal Objective 

Thompson 

(2008) 

Worker Cooperatives in the 

Theory of the Firm: Marx and 

Veblen on Technological 

Determinism 

Journal of 

Economic 

Issues 

Analysis of the structure of 

workers’ cooperatives both in 

the light of the company’s 

classical theories and the light of 

classical institutional theory 

Valentinov 

(2011) 

The Meaning of Nonprofit 

Organization: Insights from 

Classical Institutionalism 

Journal of 

Economic 

Issues 

Analyze how non-profit entities 

are treated by classical 

institutional theory. 

Hall, Lacasa 

and Gonther 

(2011) 

Path Dependence and 

QWERTY’s Lock-In: Toward a 

Veblenian Interpretation 

Journal of 

Economic 

Issues 

Critically analyze Paul David’s 

article “Clio and the Economics 

of QWERTY” in the light of 

classical institutional theory.  

Almeida 

(2018) 

Revisiting “Institutions”: A 

Study of the Evolution of 

Institutional Analysis 

Journal of 

Economic Issues 

Review of the concept of 

institution 

Garcia-

Murillo and 

Macinnes 

(2019) 

AIS Path to the Present and the 

Painful Transitions Along the 

Way 

Digital Policy, 

Regulation and 

Governance 

Analysis of technological 

evolution until the Artificial 

Intelligence event 

Source: by authors 

 

Almeida (2018) aimed to revisit the concept of institutions, which is a central concept in the analysis 

of OIT. Starting from the concept of Neale (1987) he points out that institutional analysis evolves with 

pragmatic philosophy and cognitive issues to understand the identification of institutions. In addition, he 

pointed out that several studies connect internal impulses to institutionalized habits and use Dewey to better 

understand the concept of habit. Furthermore, Neale (1987) referred to the current structure of the analysis 

of institutional change, while the articles in the sample, regarding the ceremonial-instrumental dichotomy, 

seem to focus mainly on the elucidation of certain concepts (and not strictly on offering another structure 
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of analysis.). Finally, he emphasized Hodgson’s ascending and descending causes and Dolfsma’s social 

value nexus. 

Thompson, (2016) relies on the classic writings of the exponents of OIT and on the writings of the 

founders of the company’s classic theory to analyze the structure of workers’ cooperatives. The classic 

theory of the company is one in which the company is seen as a bundle of contracts and whose hierarchical 

management is necessary to impose coordination. On the other hand, for classical institutional theory, the 

company is based on competence and hierarchical management is necessary to deliver coordination. It is 

perceived that contrary to contemporary theories of the company, workers’ cooperatives, besides having an 

inherent advantage in the implementation of bureaucratic organizational structures, especially about the 

instrumental benefits of technology and coordination, do not incur ceremonial disadvantages of behavior 

and cooperation. However, based on the notion of cumulative causality, it infers that this advantage may 

remain latent as long as the institutional environment remains hostile to the formation and success of 

workers’ cooperatives. On the other hand, a contrary conclusion was presented by Valentinov, (2011). In 

analyzing how non-profit entities are treated by classical institutional theory, he concluded that the social 

meaning of the non-profit organization presents an unattainable instrumental value through the means of 

pecuniary ceremonial behavior incorporated in the for-profit sector. 

Reflecting on the role of technology in urban development, Schlack, (1990) observes that cities are 

considered institutional systems that correlate instrumental and ceremonial patterns of human behavior and 

advances in proposing an urban development model that explicitly recognizes the dynamics of the 

technological process. Additionally, concerning technology, Hall, Lacasa, and Günther (2011) point out 

that Veblenian’s notion of habituation in the use of a certain technology is the preponderant factor in 

explaining the power of its permanence in the long run. From another perspective, Garcia-Murillo and 

Macinnes, (2019) analyze the impact of Artificial Intelligence - AI at work. They point out that the 

transitions of the past were not well planned, since, even though in general society has benefited, many 

people and specific regions have suffered from massive job losses, increased violence, and depression. They 

envision that in the struggle between instrumental and ceremonial values, instrumental values will continue 

to evolve and boost AI, however, it is necessary to be aware of their impact at work and to find ways to 

alleviate their negative effects. 

 

FINAL CONSIDERATIONS 

 

This article aimed to describe the main theoretical, analytical, methodological, and empirical 

contributions of the ceremonial-instrumental dichotomy of the Veblen-Ayres tradition. About their concept, 

it is important to highlight that although Veblen and Ayres developed the meanings of their terms and Ayres 

made it clear that it was a dichotomy and not a dualism, the term ceremonial-instrumental dichotomy began 

to be coined and considered as the analytical nucleus of institutional theory, from the 1980s onwards with 

the reinterpretations of the original writings. This does not change the fact that there is no way to discuss 

instrumentalism and ceremonialism without discussing culture, institutions, human behavior, and values, 

from a procedural perspective. 

Ayres and Veblen developed the meaning of the terms ceremonial and technological (instrumental) as 

opposites in a continuum of behavior that generates institutional change. Both envisioned institutions 

completely oriented toward ceremonialism. Hence Veblen was more skeptical of an institutional evolution 

that was beneficial. Contrary, Ayres was more optimistic in this regard, he argued that economic progress 

would be possible, the more instrumentalism-oriented institutions were. Thus, the concept of institution is 

no longer monistic, that is, purely ceremonial, to embrace the ceremonial-instrumental dichotomy, that is, 

institutions are prescribed patterns of human behavior correlated with (a) ceremonial and (b) instrumental 

aspects.” 

Based on this concept, it is important to explain what is meant by “ceremonial” and what is meant by 

“instrumental” separately. However, both aspects must always be analyzed symbiotically, since they are 

inextricably related. They are part of a whole present both in human behavior and in institutional values. 

For Ayres, instrumental function was derived from technological progress generated by the combination of 
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skills and tools and, consequently, was always positive. However, it was later postulated that technological 

progress could be encapsulated by “invidious” institutions, the result of which would not increase social 

welfare (Junker, 1983). Refinements, in theory, have implied that for something to be instrumental, it must 

necessarily generate social well-being consequently, and ceremonial would be the characteristic attributed 

to everything hindering that well-being. Thus, technological evolution cannot always be characterized as 

instrumental. Modernly, the instrumental characteristics of institutionalized procedures are concerned with 

achieving a practical result, and the central question is what is achieved. Ceremonial characteristics concern 

how results can be achieved under the influence of ubiquitous habits and institutions. 

From the amplitude of this concept, there are many new theoretical and analytical issues on the 

institutional agenda, such as Swaney’s co-evolutionary sustainability (1986), and the development of the 

role of ethics and morals in O’Hara institutions (2018). Another suggestion for very pertinent future 

research is to assess the consequences of the pandemic considering the dichotomy, seeking to identify how 

the different nations, considering cultural differences, affected institutional adjustments and the results for 

those more instrumental policies vs. ceremonial public policies. Another relevant context that deserves 

attention is technological innovation in terms of the economic complexity emphasized by Elsner (2018). 

Finally, it is recommended to use the dichotomy to illuminate large corporations’ Environmental, Social, 

and Corporate Governance (ESG) practices. 

In the methodological field, institutionalist thinking has the potential to deductively generate 

formulated models that culminate in robust analytical and predictive work. But that potential still awaits 

exploration (Bush 1983). As noted in this SLR, the methods employed are still limited to documentary 

analysis, narratives, and case studies. A suggestion for innovative methodological applications is the 

suggestions of Sturgeon (2009), Elsner (2012), and Heinrich (2017) and to continue to improve and extend 

the Theory of Paul D. Bush (1987). 
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