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Abstract
As command economies transition toward economic liberalisation, the underde-
velopment of market-supporting institutions often creates institutional voids at the 
microscale. Drawing on Fligstein and McAdam’s (2011) theory of strategic action 
fields, this paper examines the emergence of ‘Institutional Fiefdoms’: socially con-
structed spaces of collective action where incumbents, typically the state, rely on 
politically aware social actors to develop policy and provide governorship within 
these voids. The governance units within an institutional fiefdom are drawn from 
the challenger base of the strategic action field, moving into the middle position 
to influence and shape how the field evolves. Leveraging their social and political 
capital, they can design policy and processes that contradict state-held ideologies 
by positioning it appropriately within the legal-institutional context, and ensuring 
economic and political objectives are met. By developing support mechanisms that 
reinforce the structure and stability of the field, governance units can enforce de-
sired behaviours among challengers, whilst maintaining their own central position 
and autonomy. Importantly, governance units can establish new institutional norms, 
influencing the wider state infrastructure, for example, through the creation of new 
laws. This paper is focused in two contexts, which have undergone economic lib-
eralisation; rapidly, in the case of the Republic of Poland’s Shock Therapy, and 
gradually, in the case of the Socialist Republic of Viet Nam’s Doi Moi. The paper 
focuses specifically on the changes that impacted the nonprofit sector, in particular, 
social enterprises. The findings contribute to our theoretical understanding of field 
governance mechanisms, as well as how governance units themselves emerge, op-
erate, and express their agency. We position institutional fiefdoms as being defined 
by rule complexity, new or novel institutional norms being established, and the 
embedding of the field’s social order.
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Introduction

How social collectives govern themselves to coordinate action, ensure stability, and 
produce collective outcomes has been a central element of sociological scholarship 
(Ferraro & O’Mahony, 2007; Bouncken and Kraus, 2021). The theory of strategic 
action fields seeks to understand these processes by presenting a trifecta of interlinked 
and interdependent actors who are part of a subjectively created arena of collective 
action, with a shared understanding of the field’s rules, tasks, and objectives (Flig-
stein & McAdam, 2011). At the top of the strategic action field are the incumbents, 
who hold positions of privilege that allow them to use their power and influence to 
align the field to their needs (Fligstein & McAdam, 2011). At the bottom of the field 
are challengers, who hold little power within the field and may want a full reconstruc-
tion to better enable them to reach their goals (Fligstein & McAdam, 2011). With 
these two parties in a cycle of revolt and settlement, incumbents empower gover-
nance units, social actors given the specific task of managing the field, securing the 
compliance of its members, and facilitating its functionality and stability (Modell & 
Yang, 2018; Paredes-Rodriguez & Spierings, 2020).

Within the strategic action field model there are, however, theoretical tensions. 
When incumbents (generally the state) asserts control of an emerging strategic action 
field, there is little consideration as to why overt methods of field control, such as 
state ministries, are replaced by governance units separate from the wider state struc-
ture, which would reduce incumbent control at a time when the need for positive out-
comes is more pressing. The reaction of challengers to the replacement of informal 
modes of field control that may be in place before incumbent assumption of power 
is rarely discussed, placing them as bystanders whilst the ecosystem shifts around 
them. Further, governance units themselves are often offered little agency, being a 
reactionary component to the system, rather than partaking in its development. These 
aspects are important to understand, as within strategic action fields new norms and 
institutional processes may emerge, with literature offering no clear evolutionary 
path: incumbents seek to maintain the status quo, challengers seek change but have 
little power, and governance units are the biased adjudicators of the field (Fligstein & 
McAdam, 2011; Werner & Cornelissen, 2014). This paper examines theses tensions 
within an area of emerging action: social entrepreneurship in the transitioning econo-
mies of Viet Nam and Poland.

Both Viet Nam and Poland transitioned from orthodox Soviet economies to mar-
ket-oriented systems, with the former partaking in gradual change through ‘Doi Moi’ 
and the latter approaching the transition rapidly through ‘Shock Therapy’. Both sets 
of reforms introduced market mechanisms to nonprofit organisations, creating a new 
strategic action field as social actors negotiated how to bridge an emerging institu-
tional void: an opportunity had arisen to create a new form of social action, however, 
there was no embedded knowledge of market mechanisms. As this field has been 
constructed, the state has taken the position of incumbent, being able to wield power 
and ensure that outcomes are aligned with its interests, with both the Polish and 
Vietnamese state seeking to ensure political needs are met. New social actors have 
emerged and taken up the position of challenger, seeking to create a positive environ-
ment for the new organisational model and engage with previously off-limits social 
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problems, but have often found themselves at the behest of both national and inter-
national influences. To maintain the field’s functionality, governance units have been 
employed at the behest of the incumbents, such as business incubators and funding 
programmes, to ensure that rules are adhered too and that outcomes are appropriate 
to the incumbent’s needs.

This research integrates concepts of advocacy and political capital into the stra-
tegic action field frame, challenging the conceptualisation that governance units 
are inherently bias adjudicators of the field. Instead, it argues that governance units 
exercise agency, reshaping the field by establishing new institutional norms that are 
accepted by incumbents (symbolised by the creation of new laws) and challengers 
(who accept field settlement to their disadvantage and limited agency), alike. This 
paper introduces the concept of an ‘institutional fiefdom’, a sub-set of behaviours 
within the strategic action field where governance units seek to exploit institutional 
voids to embed preferred policies, norms, and hierarchies of their own design. This 
concept captures the transactional and interlinked dynamics of the field and agency 
of its governors. The social enterprise strategic action field illustrates these mecha-
nisms, due to the differing policy perspectives of the involved actors, competing deep 
core beliefs, and its international influence.

Strategic action fields and advocacy coalitions

A strategic action field is a socially constructed arena where interlinked actors with 
differing levels of resource endowment seek to gain competitive advantage over one 
another (Fligstein & McAdam, 2011). Membership of the field is subjective; how-
ever, each involved actor will understand the rules of the field and what it is seeking 
to achieve; for example, within the current research, members of the field recognised 
what social entrepreneurship is, what rules exist that allow them access to the field’s 
associated resources, and who their competitors may be. Roles within the field are 
split into three categories: incumbents (represented by the state in this research) who 
hold power over the field and align it to their needs; challengers (represented by social 
enterprise) who are excluded from power but reliant on its associated resources; and 
governance units (represented by social enterprise business incubators), whose role 
is to manage the field and ensure its functionality.

The relationships within the strategic action field, and the governance within it, 
are examined through the application of the ‘Advocacy Coalition Framework’, which 
focuses on long-term policy change in complex and contentious environments (Saba-
tier, 1998). Within the social enterprise strategic action field there are diverse actors, 
represented by the incumbents and challengers, who hold divergent deep core beliefs, 
which influence their perspectives on the field and its overarching objectives, making 
the application of the framework appropriate (Weible et al., 2011; Sotirov & Mem-
mler, 2012). These actors seek to turn their core preferences into binding policy, 
responding to shifting external conditions and increasing knowledge of the field itself 
(Sabatier & Jenkins-Smith, 1999). The combination allows for an examination of 
the governance units as being ‘policy brokers’ who are expected to mediate these 
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rivalries through negotiation and compromise to develop rules and policy (Sabatier, 
1998).

This mediation, however, requires a high level of political capital: the ability 
to influence political decisions through the application of resources and power via 
hierarchical relationships with politicians, political parties, and other governmen-
tal stakeholders (Benit-Gbaffou & Katsaura, 2014). As with other forms of capital, 
political capital can be embedded into the leader’s habitus and understood as politi-
cal skills, such as charisma, debate, and negotiation skills (Bourdieu, 1986). Indeed, 
charisma itself can be used to restructure the relationship between potential gover-
nance units and field leaders (Joosse & Zelinksy, 2023). It can also be objectified 
and measured, for example, through financial support from governmental resources, 
and institutionalised, through official functions (Benit-Gbaffou & Katsaura, 2014). 
Lastly, it can be converted into economic, social, or cultural capitals, though it is 
particularly fluid and reliant on the symbolic recognition of the leader, which can be 
easily disrupted (Casey, 2005).

Transitioning economies and the emergence of social enterprise

During periods of economic transition, institutional voids emerge as pro-market 
reforms, facilitated by the state, are inefficiently developed (Cuervo-Cazurra & Dau, 
2009). Pro-market reforms generally seek to decentralise and curtail state control, 
whose involvement is believed to distort markets or lead to the inefficient allocation 
of resources (Banalieva, Eddleston, and Zellweger, 2015). In this research context, 
both states have struggled to overcome traditional communist norms as they transi-
tion from the orthodox Soviet economic model to one informed by market liberalism, 
with significant state engagement in the markets and coercive control over economic 
and political outcomes (Stewart, 1995). These behaviours are mimicked in the non-
profit sector, with states needing to both ensure that outcomes are politically aligned, 
and emerging social actors do not threaten areas of which are considered the ’exclu-
sive business of government, such as climate change (Bruun, 2020).

Social enterprise refers to organisations which use free market mechanisms to 
deliver on their social objectives. Predominantly a western construct, social enter-
prise has benefited from the construction of pro-market policies, such as trade liberal-
isation and private investment (Kyung-Sup et al., 2012). To support the development 
of effective social enterprise support systems in non-Western contexts, international 
organisations have been charged with the development of support systems through 
funding and legislative pressure. In both Poland and Viet Nam, social enterprise is 
a niche part of the overarching nonprofit sector. In Poland, public and government 
support of social enterprise is in its infancy, despite two decades of development 
(Defourny & Nyssens, 2021; Cwiklicki & Pacut, 2023). In Viet Nam, although the 
policy environment has improved and international funders have sought to embed the 
concept, only 4% of active enterprises were focused on social impact (Khalidi, 2024). 
The social enterprise sector in both contexts represents a niche part of the wider eco-
nomic transition, which may impact the freedom offered to governance units, with 
more pressing matters requiring the state’s attention.
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The goal of this paper is to contribute to the existing literature by expanding on our 
understanding of both how social enterprise and social enterprise incubators respond 
to emerging institutional voids, and how field management evolves. The application 
of a combined strategic action field and advocacy coalition framework provides a 
tool for exploring the meso-level negotiations that occur between incumbent, chal-
lenger, and governance unit.

Methods

The presented research explores the social enterprise ecosystem in the transitioning 
economies of Republic of Poland and the Socialist Republic of Viet Nam. Transi-
tioning economies can be characterised by institutional voids, and the focus on the 
development of a social enterprise ecosystem, an importation of a Western liberal 
construct, allows for an exploration of emerging policy windows and entrepreneurial 
action undertaken by policy entrepreneurs in an environment where political and 
economic stakeholders have limited knowledge. This paper was developed from 
research conducted through a Doctoral research project that was approved by the 
Ethics Committee at the authors institution. This research was conducted during the 
COVID-19 pandemic, meaning considerations of access and privacy had to be con-
sidered, as well as sample bias due to the requirement for internet access for the 
research participants.

A critical realist perspective was adopted in the development of the themes. This 
perspective considers there to be an objective reality, and though it cannot be wit-
nessed directly, it can be processed through language, culture, and social experi-
ences (Archer et al., 1998). For example, attention may be paid to how actors balance 
their power position between challengers and incumbents within the strategic action 
field, due to the presumption of their placement within the ecosystem of the hypoth-
esised field. Due to this assumption, research reflexivity plays a significant role in 
the development of themes to ensure bias and equivalence are challenged when they 
emerge. The critical realist approach to thematic analysis utilises an analysis of three 
domains: experiential themes (subjective viewpoints such as intentions, hopes and 
beliefs); inferential themes (what can be inferred to be conceptual redescriptions); 
and dispositional themes (items which demote the properties and powers which must 
exists to produce the focuses upon phenomena (Wiltshire & Ronkainen, 2021). These 
domains link together to create a supported thematic analysis, for example, due to the 
underlying power dynamics that must exist within a strategic action field (the disposi-
tion theme), it is likely that governance units will utilise their resources to maintain 
their position (the inferential theme), and this is evidenced by how these actors influ-
ence challenges through the leveraging of resources (the experiential theme).

Developed within the strategic action field framework, the research identified 
social enterprise incubators managers as governance units. These actors are influen-
tial within the ecosystem, encouraging organisations to align with incumbent policy 
desires, are also supported by independent and international funding from Western 
organisations, giving them unique insight into market mechanisms and the politi-
cal capital to influence policy. These voices were captured through semi-structured 
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interviews, with the data subjected to a thematic analysis with the interviews coded 
to develop an understanding and derived meaning concerning the focused upon phe-
nomenon (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Data was organised in Microsoft Excel and anal-
ysed through a six-phase thematic analysis: data familiarisation, data coding, theme 
development, theme review, theme refinement, and reporting (Braun & Clarke, 2006; 
Clarke & Braun, 2016). In total, 24 participants were involved in the research, repre-
senting social enterprise incubator stakeholders and social enterprise organisational 
leaders.

In total, 254 codes were extracted from the interview transcripts, which were 
organised into 16 categories. The initial phase of ‘data familiarisation’ facilitated a 
comprehensive review of the data from interview transcripts, allowing for familiarity 
that was crucial for the subsequent process of ‘data coding’. The ‘data coding’ stage 
involved the identification and coding of specific areas within the transcripts. The 
codes were then scrutinised to discern underlying patterns and themes, referred to as 
‘theme development.’ Subsequently, the identified themes underwent further review 
and refinement during the ‘theme review and development’ stage. Four core themes 
emerged from this process, namely, Emergence of governance units, Challenger rep-
resentation and alignment and Governing the Field.

The construction of an institutional fiefdom

By affording governance units the agency applied to incumbents and challengers, 
we can develop a theoretical model that examines how an institutional fiefdom may 
emerge within a strategic action field (Fig. 1).

Fig. 1  Model of an institutional fiefdom
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During economic transitions, institutional voids emerge as incumbents struggle 
to implement pro-market policies effectively (Cuervo-Cazurra & Dau, 2009). This 
creates opportunities for challengers to reshape the field and challenge the status quo 
by using knowledge derived from novel sources, for example, international donors 
or business incubators. Seeking both stability and effective change, incumbents will 
seek notable challengers who have access to this novel information, are trusted, and 
have the political capital to suggest changes that align to political and economic 
needs and suit the legal-institutional context (Benit-Gbaffou & Katsaura, 2014). 
These social actors are raised to become governance units.

Governance units maintain their central position by aligning the field toward the 
incumbents’ interests, whilst expressing the deep core beliefs and ideology of the 
challengers. In return, incumbents formalise the new institutional rules proposed by 
the governance units, and challengers, perceiving them as allies, accept their mandate 
to govern. As the field stabilises, governance units establish an institutional fiefdom 
over the void, given independence to implement new rules and norms to ensure field 
functionality. Their novel knowledge secures them limited independence as incum-
bents primarily seek positive outcomes, at a low cost. With access to the privileged 
resources linked to the field they can secure the compliance of other challengers 
toward the newly established rules, either voluntary or by coercion, by offering 
access to training and funding enabling their survival.

Findings

Emergence of governance units

A theoretical tension within strategic action field literature encompasses how gover-
nance units emerge at the behest of the incumbents, where direct state control would 
better manage behaviours and economic outcomes. In this context, the introduction 
of market behaviours in the nonprofit sector may mean a lack of expertise among 
state actors, creating an institutional void which requires alternative support mecha-
nisms (Jacobsson & Korolczuk, 2017; Chen, 2008). Typically, economic transitions 
see states shift from one set of constructed rules to another. However, in Viet Nam 
and Poland, the nonprofit sectors found it challenging to overcome entrenched com-
munist and collectivist norms, such as traditional organisation structures, embedded 
community relationships, or the states’ dominant role in civil society (Jacobbson and 
Korolczuk, 2017; Glinksi, 2004; Anh Vu, 2017; Minh, 2018). Social enterprise incu-
bators in both countries have attempted to bridge this gap by introducing knowledge 
from the international sector. This process has likely been facilitated by the incum-
bent’s familiarity with Foreign Direct Investment (FDI) and international NGOs, 
which has legitimised international influences within key sectors:

About four years ago there was an open programme in Poland to fund the inter-
national accreditation, and I saw the opportunity to work with [US based social 
enterprise accreditation institution] Polish Incubator 4.
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About three years ago I joined [international social enterprise hub] where I 
was a mentee in 2018, when this was first established. Vietnamese Incubator 6.

Expertise, access to international funding, and novel information are not the sole 
criteria for actors to become governance units. All social enterprise incubator par-
ticipants involved in the research had prior experience in politically aligned institu-
tions, particularly universities, which aided the development of trust between parties 
(Benit-Gbaffou and Katsura, 2014):

I started as the partner of an organisation in Hanoi, the University of Econom-
ics and Business. Vietnamese Incubator 1.

 
I was an active member of the Students Association. Polish Incubator 1.

Social enterprise incubators were notable and trusted actors who spoke up during 
an institutional void and used their knowledge and connections as a qualification to 
develop solutions that suited the legal institutional context (Benit-Gbaffou & Kat-
saura, 2014), developing their political capital in the process and embedding their 
role in the field (Bourdieu, 1986). It is important, however, that these actors build 
trust with the incumbents to receive support and gain access to privileged resources 
(Fligstein & McAdam, 2011). This trust was evidenced by the state’s symbolic and 
material support of the incubators (Casey, 2005), through partnerships and funding 
opportunities.

So, we are partnering with a policy think tank of the government we call the 
Central Institute for Economic Management. So, we partner with them to con-
duct research to advocate for policy. Vietnamese Incubator 7.

 
Polish government, of course, does have its own framework of supporting 
social innovation, social entrepreneurs. Obviously, again, it’s subject to ideo-
logical alignment with them. Polish Incubator 2.

However, if trust was broken, the state could embark on campaigns of discipline, 
making it important for governance units to reflect the incumbent’s ideology to main-
tain their position and deliver on expected outcomes (Fligstein & McAdam, 2011).

So basically ‘learning by doing’, and the authorities wanted us to build first. So 
that’s what we did. You know, not that of a big size, just a few small programmes 
to see how they would cooperate with us. Vietnamese Enterprise 2.

 
I think the government was very picky in whom they chose to support. It was 
not, you know, a blanket for the whole for the whole economy, it was very picky. 
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Obviously, because populist governments do not have the funds for all of what 
they promise, because they can promise a lot of things Polish Incubator 2.

This aligns with the strategic action field model’s expected relationship between 
incumbents and governance units. Incumbents, lacking expertise within their own 
pool of actors, rely on notable actors who can bridge institutional voids, rewarding 
them privileged access to resources to enable them to carry out their duties (Flig-
stein & McAdam, 2011). However, rather than simply being adjudicators charged 
with facilitating the functionality of the field, the social enterprise incubators devel-
oped their own visions and preferred policy preferences, which often challenged the 
incumbents’ own vision (Sabatier & Jenkins-Smith, 1999). Incubator managers noted 
environmental weaknesses within the strategic action field, caused by the incumbents, 
including funding gaps, government interference, and a lack of professionalisation:

I do not really see at this moment what system incentives [exist] that would cre-
ate some kind of development because of our political situation, which is not 
very stable. Polish Incubator 1.

 
The most challenging for social enterprise is [a] lacking [of] management 
skills. For current few years, the founders of social enterprise are relatively 
young and starting with a purpose of doing good, therefore, sometimes, those 
founders do not have experience in management yet. We all learn it on the way 
via hands-on work and learn from others in our network, continuously improve 
anything we lack of on the way. Vietnamese Enterprise 8.

Governance units ability to effect change upwards is evident in the creation of new 
laws which addressed these problems and formalised the norms and rules of the social 
enterprise strategic action field. In 2022, the Social Economy Act came into force in 
Poland establishing democratic management requirements, prohibition of profit pri-
vatisation, and formalised the support instruments for social enterprise, including 
subsidised salaries, responding to the need for wider professionalisation (European 
Commission, 2022; Authors own, 2022). In Viet Nam, although the ‘Enterprise Law 
(2014) did not offer a definition of a social enterprise, Article 10 gave them legal rec-
ognition and the ability to seek and receive sponsorship from foreign organisations 
(Point C), so long as it covered administrative and operating costs, or the resolu-
tion of the social problem registered by the enterprise (DTD and Associates, 2014). 
This has led to wider social understanding of what a social enterprise is, after being 
defined by the field:

So, the law is approved in 2014, so a few years ago, and it was huge. And 
people are excited about that. And it does make a difference that the social 
enterprise become a term that people know of. Vietnamese Incubator:1.

These laws have institutionalised and safeguarded new social norms, drawn from 
the incubators international and practitioner experiences. Indeed, the role of inter-
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national NGOs, supported by social enterprises, in leading policy advocacy work 
around social enterprise development has been critical. As an example in Viet Nam, 
international NGO support was central to the emergence of the 2014 Enterprise Law 
and 2015’s Decree 96 (legislation to cover the implementation of the social enter-
prise element of the 2014 law), whilst such bodies have also worked closely with 
the Ministry of Education and Training and university incubators, to develop support 
and education for social enterprises, as well to raise public awareness of their work 
(Umfreville & Bonnin, 2021). Given the historically passive nature of Vietnamese 
policy development towards the social economy, this support has been important in 
ensuring that social enterprise develops as a field and receives greater support and 
recognition in policy and funding arenas.

Challenger representation and alignment

Within the traditional strategic action field model there is a natural power imbal-
ance that typically embeds the hierarchical social order, with governance units per-
ceived as proxying for incumbents when establishing new norms or rules (Guttman 
et al., 2018). The challengers combat this by seeking out loopholes in regulations or 
adapting their behaviours to access resources reserved for organisations that exhibit 
approved behaviours (Baron & Ward, 2004; Cattell, 2001; Deepmala Baghel & Par-
thasarathy, 2019). The strategic action field is, therefore, in a continuous cycle of 
negotiation, rupture, and settlement. To resolve this conflict, governance units may 
act as ‘policy brokers’, reacting to challenger and incumbent preferences, before 
negotiating a settlement (Sabatier, 1998). This requires a need to exhibit strong social 
skills to convince challengers to accept a settlement that does not revolutionise the 
social order or the field (Weber, 1991). The current research noted, however, that 
within the social enterprise field, both emerging governance units and the challengers 
had similar visions of what the issues facing the field were, for example, how discon-
nected it was:

[…] there are people that have skills that should be used to help grow organisa-
tions, that kind of social impact, to help the next companies to basically connect 
between each other, and this hasn’t been done. Polish Enterprise 2.

 
I think there’s a lot of good things happening, but we haven’t been able to con-
nect very well with what’s going on here. Vietnamese Enterprise 2.

The views of entrepreneurs mirrored the views of Incubators from each country, with 
challenges noted in networking and connecting with the broader ecosystem:

[…] to be honest, I find it challenging to, to network them together. In our expe-
riences it was easier to match them by the sector. Polish Incubator 1.
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[…] of course, it’s not always good, it’s difficult. It’s the two years is a lot of 
work like yeah, involving themselves, or the association meeting, they do not 
come every time. Vietnamese Incubator 1.

The governance unit’s perceptions of the field may stem from their prior role as chal-
lengers, having built relationships and directly engaged with social enterprises before 
stepping into their role as governor. These experiences may lead to the construction 
of shared core beliefs between the governance units and challengers, as well as a 
shared sense of what the overarching objectives of the field should be (Weible et al., 
2011; Sotirov & Memmler, 2012). This creates a unique imbalance within the field 
where the governance units are expected, by the incumbents, to be biased ‘policy 
brokers’ with privileged access, when they were originally part of an advocacy coali-
tion with the challengers.

Whilst governance units and challengers may share a unified vision of the future of 
the field, the former’s closer relationship with the incumbents led to a divergence of 
how objectives should be achieved. Rather than seeking to remove the incumbents or 
revolutionise the field, governance units sought to evolve the field to suit the perceive 
political reality and strengthen challengers’ resilience. An example of this, was help-
ing social enterprises navigate the intangible aspects of the institutional environment 
rather than seeking to improve it:

It’s still unclear for them, when about doing the accounting and reporting. So, 
any money comes into the company they still don’t know how to do is it tax 
deductible, is it tax free from this grant? And? Or is it still to go into all the 
accounting and such. And people are still confused about that what to do, and 
they don’t really see anything benefits from the government. Vietnamese Incu-
bator 1.

 
The legal system is a barrier. The taxes and social security payments, all of 
that. Yeah, that’s always tricky, especially for the migrants, so we are support-
ing people to navigate those waters. It’s not social enterprise safe haven. Now, 
I know, people are practising their entrepreneurial qualities by fighting all of 
that. Polish Incubator 2.

This may form a tool of legitimacy for the incubators, as by positioning themselves in 
the middle of the field, these actors can utilise their knowledge of the state’s internal 
contradictions and complexities to maintain their position and ensure system stabil-
ity (Baron & Ward, 2004; Andersson et al., 2010). The leveraging of international 
resources enabled governance units to placate challenger’s need for a full revolu-
tionization of the field through the leveraging of international funding and approved 
partnerships, which allowed the organisations they support to fulfil their primary 
organisational goals:
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And one of the most important support systems for the third sector, includ-
ing social entrepreneurs in Poland, are the so-called Norway grants [the EEA 
Grants]. […] I mean, you wouldn’t be able to find any single cause that is not 
somehow supported by the Norway grants or these operators. Polish Incubator 
2.

 
I have worked in many NGOs since then, but I found that one major weakness 
of some NGOs in Viet Nam is that they depend heavily on external funds, which 
is an unsustainable source of finance for their operation. What if there is no 
funding. Vietnamese Enterprise 8.

However, this approach may not be a sustainable method of placating the challeng-
ers. Whilst Poland is supported through European Union-related resources, in Viet 
Nam, NGOs and funders are shifting their focus to new countries, as the country 
reaches ‘middle income’ status:

International foreign capital has started to move to other countries, just because 
it seems like Viet Nam is doing quite well, you know, so, US Aid are defined as 
it’s now called, made a strategic decision to shift over some of their funding, 
just based on the poverty levels of different countries. Vietnamese Incubator 3.

This theme highlights the dualistic role of governance units and their actions within 
the middle space. Emerging from the social enterprise challenger base, governance 
units shared the same deep core beliefs and long-term objectives of the field, but 
differed on how problems should be resolved, due to their proximity to the incum-
bents and their understanding of legislative and environmental complexities (Benit-
Gbaffou & Katsaura, 2014). The placation of the field has been in the provision of 
resources, which allows challengers to deliver on their primary organisational objec-
tives, whilst avoiding the gaze of the state.

Governing the field

Legitimised upward through their notability and ability to leverage knowledge, and 
downward through their shared background, vision of the field, and leveraging of 
resources, the assumed role of the governance unit is to stabilise the field and ensure 
that it runs in line with incumbent desires, expressing the ideology and psychology 
of the state (Fligstein & McAdam, 2011; Lux & Straussman, 2003; Wischermann, 
2010). The current research indicated that governance units were much more proac-
tive in developing both the vision of the field, and the acceptable mechanisms within 
it, introducing new concepts to the incumbents and new resources to the challengers. 
The first area of concern within the field was for incubators to ensure that organ-
isational gaps were bridged that would allow social enterprises to survive within a 
difficult environment:
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Social impact people are producing training materials for the entrepreneurs 
like workshops and masterclasses. We tend to exchange our experiences and 
try to use examples from the local realities, how they can be applied. Polish 
Incubator 3.

 
At the same time, they often request to do marketing, because sales are the main 
thing and they can produce a product, but they have difficulty in in sales. They 
don’t know what they don’t know, and the strategy is normally to open their 
eyes to see a bigger picture of ‘What should I do for my business?’ Vietnamese 
Incubator 1.

The organisational gaps were only part of the solution, however. Incubators were also 
key in developing new normative frames of action by embedding cosmopolitan and 
international narratives (Authors own, 2024):

We would like the social activists to be more entrepreneurial. Polish Incubator 2

 
It’s interesting, because people have a different understanding of what of social 
enterprising, and is for good or bad, like, say, most of the social enterprises 
that I’ve encountered here are mostly coming from a non-profit background, 
and they’ll be doing charity work. Vietnamese Incubator 7.

These changes were able to reframe the strategic action field, unembedding it from 
its national context and legitimising the international support, which would later be 
encapsulated in law. However, it has led to some separation between the social enter-
prise incubators and the social enterprises themselves, as what began like an advo-
cacy coalition has become much more distant, with the former offering support to 
what it perceives to be the problems in the sector.

We can do this. So, for example, we were delivering some workshops about data 
protection, because it was hot topic about years ago. Polish Incubator 1.

 
I would invest in flashy stuff, like flashy websites, and little videos, and you 
know, you know, animations like that impresses the hell out of investors. 
Because another reality is that for most investors, social enterprise investing is 
a hobby, it’s not, not their bread and butter. Vietnamese Incubator 3.

This allows for governance units to embed their own indicators of success, for exam-
ple, effective marketing and organisational growth. There were notes of discontent 
within the social enterprises and within the incubators, with some feeling that the 
support was inappropriate or unrelated to their lived experiences. Instead, the rela-
tionship was evolving to be transactional, with engagement in exercises coming as 
the cost of receiving funding.
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So, to be frank, we have been invited a couple of times to some online meetings 
and things like that. And the problem is that the focus is absolutely not, as far 
as I can see, on leveraging our knowledge as a company, but rather bringing 
people that have accomplished something quite a long time ago, right? Polish 
Enterprise 2.

The current research has shown that governance units were active participants within 
the field and displayed agency beyond that of supporting the incumbents and coerc-
ing the challengers. Governance units had developed a vision of the field, important 
new normative frames of action, and then leveraged their resources to implement 
support mechanisms, either through fiscal support or importation of experts into the 
strategic action field. Although the governance units develop these actions, both chal-
lengers and incumbents have legitimised them. The former tacitly accepts the support 
mechanisms provided by the governance units due to previous alignment in field 
vision and the access to support mechanisms, whilst incumbents implicitly accept 
international influence, as part of the solution to the institutional void the governance 
units were charged in bridging and were able to leverage international funding. Fur-
ther consideration should be given as to whether this supports or inhibits collective 
action within the context of advocacy coalitions, with challenger voices being muted, 
whilst strategy is being designed or implemented, and incumbents maintaining coer-
cive control through gatekept resources (Nohrstedt & Heinmiller, 2024). This also 
has wider implications for those engaged in the design and implementation of public 
policy, particularly where there are stakeholders that act as interpreters between poli-
cymakers and governments, and those within the sectors that policy targets.

Discussion

Within the theory of strategic action fields, the position of the governance units has 
traditionally been considered one of arbitration, sat between incumbents and chal-
lengers charged within ensuring stability, functionality, and politically aligned out-
puts. Somewhat dismissively, governance units have often been characterised as 
representative of the incumbents, being an expression of their ideology and psychol-
ogy, ensuring that the field operates within the expectations of their benefactors. 
This has limited the theoretical analysis of these actors in academic theory, with 
them being seen as biased adjudicators, whilst challengers and incumbents wrestle 
for position within the field (Modell & Yang, 2018; Paredes-Rodriguez & Spierings, 
2020). This means that there remain significant questions as to what the exact role of 
governance units are within strategic action fields, especially with regard to their role 
in building or deconstructing advocacy coalitions.

This research places emphasis on governance units as proactive actors who look 
to manage and secure their own position within the field, seeking to reinvent and 
evolve it to suit their own needs, embedding new norms and rules to which both 
incumbent and challenger adhere. Further, as the field settles, we see the deconstruc-
tion of previous advocacy coalitions where governors distance themselves from the 
challenger base when responding to institutional or environmental complexities and 
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the embedding of new norms, which are accepted and formalised by the incumbents, 
securing their governorship of the field. The paper posits that when strategic action 
fields are being constructed over an institutional void, this sub-set of governance 
unit behaviours may emerge, which we posit as an ‘institutional fiefdom’, in order to 
highlight the political manoeuvring and the self-construction of rules. Indeed, these 
governance units can be envisaged as using their ‘middleman’ position within these 
institutional voids, to build political capital and embed their role in the field (Bour-
dieu, 1986). Further, by building this capital and looking to grow the field and recon-
cile incumbents and challengers, governance units can build networks and establish 
what (Joosse & Zelinksy, 2023) identified as ‘charisma’, in order to shape the field 
as they wish. This stands in contrast to alternative scenarios where incumbents want 
an emerging field managed in a specific way and rely on trusted third-party actors to 
achieve it through a preferred measurement framework. An example of this, is the 
UK 2010 coalition government’s ‘Big Society’ initiative and incumbent adopted mea-
sures for success, such as the Quality-of-Life indicators (Evans, 2011).

The research first examines the emergence of governance units focusing on three 
key mechanisms: a lack of knowledge within the incumbents to resolve an emerging 
problem, the presentation of effective and politically acceptable solutions, and trust-
building through institutional alignment. Both Poland and Viet Nam had difficulty in 
overcoming embedded collectivist and communist norms in the third sector, of which 
the emerging social enterprise field is a niche component (Jacobsson & Korolczuk, 
2017; Defourny & Nyssens, 2021; Khalidi, 2024). Limited resources and a perceived 
lack of importance can prompt states to allow for external actors to address institu-
tional voids, responding to one of the tensions within the strategic action field model 
of why formal governance is replaced or is underdeveloped, with frequent reliance 
on external actors (Ulnicane, 2024). The governance units within this study, lever-
aged their membership to politically aligned institutions to position themselves as 
partners to the state, suggesting policy and strategy framed within the appropriate 
legal-institutional context (Benit-Gbaffou and Katsura, 2014). An example of this 
is the positioning of international funding and expertise as akin to familiar forms of 
FDI. Indeed, within the span of this research, FDI represented 5.95% of Viet Nam’s 
Gross National Product, and 3.08% of Poland’s (Authors own, 2022). Importantly, 
there is evidence in both countries of the recognition and acceptance of these solu-
tions, with symbolic and material support through partnerships and funding, and the 
formalisation of the new rules through law.

The relationships between governance units and challengers are complex. Both 
share deep core beliefs and long-term objectives for what form the strategic action 
field should take, including leveraging the market to achieve social objectives and 
maintaining independence from the state, all underpinned by a shared liberal ideol-
ogy (Sabatier, 1998). They also have a shared recognition of the key problems fac-
ing the sector, such as limited networking and cooperation between organisations, a 
fragile funding ecosystem, the need to ideologically align with the state, and profes-
sionalisation of staff (Jacobbson and Korolczuk, 2017; Glinksi, 2004; Anh Vu, 2017; 
Minh, 2018). The research highlights identified methods that the governance units 
have used to address these issues, including importing both funding and expertise to 
strengthen social enterprise organisations. There is evidence of a growing divergence 
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between governance units and challengers. Instead of revolutionising how the field 
works, social enterprise incubators focus on ensuring that social enterprises are more 
resilient and able to survive an imperfect environment. The reliance on international 
experts has created a power distance within the field, with support that emphasises 
conformity over change. This dynamic is reinforced by the importation of interna-
tional norms and language, for example, governance units seeking to change activists 
and charity workers into ‘entrepreneurs’ and restructure their organisations (Authors 
own, 2024). Rather than simplifying the field, this approach adds complexity, 
entrenching the governor’s position.

The ‘institutional fiefdom’ emerged due to the incumbents’ lack of clarity, knowl-
edge, and motivation to engage with market liberalism in a niche part of the nonprofit 
sector. This created opportunities for social actors, originally part of the challenger 
base, to assume the role of governance, leveraging their political capital and trusted 
relationship with the state to present politically appropriate solutions to perceived 
problems. As these actors have grown distant from the challenger’s base, there has 
been a strategic divergence and growing power distance. Governance units have 
imposed systems of conformity tied to funding, reinforcing their position through 
imported international norms and rules, embedding additional complexity that only 
they could navigate. They have additionally sought to expand their remit, attracting 
organisations who were not originally part of the strategic action field and encourag-
ing organisational metamorphosis. In response, incumbents have accepted the gov-
ernance units’ changes, and offered symbolic and tangible support, formalising the 
new rules into law, such as Viet Nam’s Law on Enterprise (2014) and Poland’s Social 
Economy Act (2022), whilst challengers have accepted field settlement in exchange 
for secure funding.

Conclusion

Changes to political and economic ecosystems create microscale institutional voids 
that incumbents, typically the state, lack the innate knowledge to bridge. Noting the 
institutional void, challengers attached to politically aligned institutions may emerge, 
utilising their own knowledge and experiences to present politically acceptable solu-
tions. Moving into a position of governance allows them the mandate to establish 
systems of support and field management tools that ensure field stability and ensure 
outcomes are aligned to political needs. Challengers will accept the emergence of 
governorship in an emerging field where there are unifying deep core beliefs and 
ideological unity on the future direction of the field. Within an institutional fiefdom, 
however, there will be divergence, as governance units seek to implement solutions 
based on conformity and field resilience rather than revolution. This is then supported 
through the creation of new shared norms and complex institutional rules, created by 
governance units who act as translators to the rules and gatekeepers to the associated 
resources (thus building their political capital). Each of these elements are evidenced 
through symbolic or material support from both incumbent (for example, the formal-
ising of rules) and challenger (the accepting of the governance units mandate).
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Limitations and further research

An important limitation to be considered is the focus of the research on incubator 
experiences and their own perceptions of their role and duties within the hypothesised 
strategic action field. Further research and inclusion of incumbents and challenger 
perspectives during the period of field emergence would be beneficial in deepening 
our understanding, and testing the hypothesis, of institutional fiefdoms. Further to 
this, the research is focused on the social enterprise sector in two contexts heavily 
influenced by Western stakeholders.

Further research could explore other instances of institutional transitions where 
new norms are being adopted, leading to the establishment of novel field rules across 
an institutional void. For example, in corporate social responsibility, the local ethics 
can shape stakeholder vision and corporate action (see: Ferri et al., 2021). In environ-
mentalism, the transition toward low-carbon communities can rely on the engagement 
of non-governmental actors to encourage behavioural change, ultimately leading to 
system change (see: Moloney et al., 2010). Similarly, research on the role of activists 
in the changing of social norms and how they influence formal policy, for example, in 
cases of labour relations, where strategic litigation has shaped international law (see: 
Kahraman, 2023) would also be a useful follow-on to the current research. Each of 
these areas pull on the hypothesised mechanics that underpin an institutional fiefdom: 
political capital, notability, and access to novel information.

Author contributions  All authors contributed to the study conception and design. Material preparation and 
data collection was performed by the first author, with analysis and review performed by all authors. The 
first draft of the manuscript was written by the first author and all authors commented on previous versions 
of the manuscript. All authors read and approved the final manuscript.

Funding  This research was part of a funded PhD studentship through the Institute for Social Innovation 
and Impact (ISII) at the University of Northampton.

Data availability  The datasets relevant to this research are available on the University of Northampton’s 
Research Explorer at https://pure.northampton.ac.uk/.

Declarations

Ethical approval  This research was approved by the University of Northampton’s Ethics Committee.

Conflict of interest  The authors declare that they have no conflict of interest.

Open Access   This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License, 
which permits use, sharing, adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or format, as long 
as you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Creative 
Commons licence, and indicate if changes were made. The images or other third party material in this 
article are included in the article’s Creative Commons licence, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line 
to the material. If material is not included in the article’s Creative Commons licence and your intended use 
is not permitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission 
directly from the copyright holder. To view a copy of this licence, visit ​h​t​t​p​:​/​/​c​r​e​a​t​i​v​e​c​o​m​m​o​n​s​.​o​r​g​/​l​i​c​e​n​
s​e​s​/​b​y​/​4​.​0​/​​​​​.​​

1 3

https://pure.northampton.ac.uk/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


Theory and Society

References

Andersson, T., Curley, M., & Formica, P. (2010). Knowledge-Driven entrepreneurship: The key to social 
and economic transformation. Springer.

Anh Vu, N. (2017). Grassroots environmental activism in an authoritarian context: The trees movement in 
Viet Nam. VOLUNTAS, 28, 1180–1208.

Archer, M., Bhaskar, R., Collier, A., Lawson, T., & Norrie, A. (1998). Critical realism: Essential readings. 
Routledge.

Bananlieva, E., Eddleston, K., & Zellweger, T. (2015). When do family firms have an advantage in tran-
sitioning economies? Toward a dynamic institutional-based view. Strategic Management Journal, 
36(9), 1358–1377. https://doi.org/10.1002/smj.2288

Baron, R., & Ward, T. (2004). Expanding entrepreneurial Cognition’s toolbox: Potential contributions 
from the field of cognitive sciences. Entrepreneurship Theory and Practice, 28(6), 553–573. ​h​t​t​p​s​:​​/​/​
d​o​i​​.​o​r​g​/​1​​0​.​1​1​​1​1​/​j​.​​1​5​4​0​-​​6​5​2​0​.​2​​0​0​4​.​​0​0​0​6​4​.​x

Benit-Gbaffou, C., & Katsaura, O. (2014). Community leadership and the construction of political legiti-
macy: Unpacking Bourdieu’s ‘political capital’ in Post-Apartheid Johannesburg. International Jour-
nal of Urban and Regional Research, 38(5), 1807–1832. https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-2427.12166

Bouncken, R., & Kraus, S. (2021). Entrepreneurial ecosystems in an interconnected work: Emergence, 
governance, and digitalisation. Review of Managerial Science, 16(1), 1–14.

Bourdieu, P. (1986). The forms of capital. In J. G. Richardson (Ed.), Handbook of theory of research for 
sociology of education. Greenwood.

Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2006). Using thematic analysis in psychology. The Journal of Positive Psychol-
ogy, 12(3), 77–101. https://doi.org/10.1191/1478088706qp063oa

Bruun, O. (2020). Lost in authoritarian development: Have global climate deals and the aid community 
sacrificed the Vietnamese Highland population? Development Policy Review, 38(4), 501–520.

Casey, K. (2005). Defining Political Capital: A reconsideration of Bourdieu’s Interconvertibility Theory, ​h​
t​t​p​s​:​​/​/​w​w​w​​.​r​e​s​e​a​​r​c​h​g​​a​t​e​.​n​​e​t​/​p​u​​b​l​i​c​a​t​​i​o​n​/​​2​3​7​7​1​​0​9​5​5​_​​D​e​f​i​n​i​​n​g​_​P​​o​l​i​t​i​​c​a​l​_​C​​a​p​i​t​a​l​​_​A​_​R​​e​c​o​n​s​i​d​e​r​a​t​i​o​
n​_​o​f​_​B​o​u​r​d​i​e​u​’​s​_​I​n​t​e​r​c​o​n​v​e​r​t​i​b​i​l​i​t​y​_​T​h​e​o​r​y

Cattell, V. (2001). Poor people, poor places, and poor health: The mediating role of social networks and 
social capital. Social Science and Medicine, 52(10), 1501–1516. ​h​t​t​p​s​:​​/​/​d​o​i​​.​o​r​g​/​1​​0​.​1​0​​1​6​/​S​0​2​7​7​-​9​5​3​
6​(​0​0​)​0​0​2​5​9​-​8

Chen, Q. (2008). Rent seeking and economic liberalization: Why are China and Viet Nam different from 
Eastern Europe. Journal of the Asian Pacific Economy, 13(2), 168–179. ​h​t​t​p​s​:​/​/​d​o​i​.​o​r​g​/​1​0​.​1​0​8​0​/​1​3​5​
4​7​8​6​0​8​0​1​9​2​3​5​6​6​​​​​​​

Clarke, V., & Braun, V. (2016). Thematic analysis. The Journal of Positive Psychology, 12(3), 297–298.
Cuervo-Cazurra, A., & Dau, L. (2009). Pro-market reforms and firm profitability in developing countries. 

Academy of Management Journal, 11(2), 121–136. https://doi.org/10.1057/s41267-019-00221-z
Cwiklicki, M., & Pacut, A. (2023). The effectiveness of public support for social enterprises: Evidence 

from Poland. Journal of Social Entrepreneurship, 1–24. ​h​t​t​p​s​:​​/​/​d​o​i​​.​o​r​g​/​1​​0​.​1​0​​8​0​/​1​9​​4​2​0​6​7​​6​.​2​0​2​3​​.​2​
2​0​​5​4​1​4

Deepmala Baghel, D., & Parthasarathy, D. (2019). Knowledge generation for innovation in ayurvedic 
cosmetics MSMEs: Investigating Entrepreneur’s cultural and symbolic capital. Science Technology 
and Society, 24(1), 101–121. https://doi.org/10.1177/0971721818821795

Defourny, J., & Nyssens, M. (2021). Social enterprise in central and Eastern Europe: Theories, models, 
and practice. Milton.

DTD and Associates (2014). Social Enterprises in Viet Nam [Online] Available at: ​h​t​t​p​s​:​​/​/​d​t​d​​.​c​o​m​.​v​​n​/​e​n​​/​
s​o​c​i​​a​l​-​e​n​​t​e​r​p​r​i​​s​e​s​-​​i​n​-​v​i​e​t​n​a​m​.​h​t​m​l​#​:​~​:​t​e​x​t​=​S​o​c​i​a​l​%​2​0​e​n​t​e​r​p​r​i​s​e​s​%​2​0​i​s​%​2​0​a​%​2​0​n​e​w​%​2​0​l​e​g​a​l​%​2​0​
t​e​r​m​%​2​0​i​n​,​E​n​t​e​r​p​r​i​s​e​s​%​2​0​i​n​%​2​0​2​0​1​4​%​2​0​a​n​d​%​2​0​D​e​c​r​e​e​%​2​0​N​o​.​%​2​0​9​6​%​2​F​2​0​1​5​%​2​F​N​%​C​4​%​9​
0​-​C​P​%​2​0​1. Last Accessed: 17/01/2025.

European Commission (2022). Poland: Social Economy at a glance [Online] Available at: ​h​t​t​p​:​/​​/​s​o​c​i​​a​l​-​e​
c​o​​n​o​m​y​​-​g​a​t​e​​w​a​y​.​e​​c​.​e​u​r​o​​p​a​.​e​​u​/​m​y​-​c​o​u​n​t​r​y​/​p​o​l​a​n​d​_​e​n​#​:​~​:​t​e​x​t​=​T​h​e​%​2​0​S​o​c​i​a​l​%​2​0​E​c​o​n​o​m​y​%​2​0​A​c​t​
%​2​0​o​f​%​2​0​5​%​2​0​A​u​g​u​s​t​%​2​0​2​0​2​2​,​g​o​a​l​s​%​2​C​%​2​0​p​r​o​h​i​b​i​t​i​o​n​%​2​0​o​f​%​2​0​p​r​o​f​i​t​%​2​0​p​r​i​v​a​t​i​s​a​t​i​o​n​%​2​0​a​
n​d​%​2​0​d​e​m​o​c​r​a​t​i​c​%​2​0​m​a​n​a​g​e​m​e​n​t​%​2​9. Last Accessed: 17/01/2025.

Evans, K. (2011). Big society’ in the UK: A policy review. Children and Society, 25, pp164–171. ​h​t​t​p​s​:​​/​/​d​
o​i​​.​o​r​g​/​1​​0​.​1​1​​1​1​/​j​.​​1​0​9​9​-​​0​8​6​0​.​2​​0​1​0​.​​0​0​3​5​1​.​x

Ferraro, F., & O’Mahony, S. (2007). The emergence of governance in an open source community. Acad-
emy of Management Journal, 50(5), 1079–1106. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10997-021-09598-2

1 3

https://doi.org/10.1002/smj.2288
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1540-6520.2004.00064.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1540-6520.2004.00064.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-2427.12166
https://doi.org/10.1191/1478088706qp063oa
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/237710955_Defining_Political_Capital_A_Reconsideration_of_Bourdieu's_Interconvertibility_Theory
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/237710955_Defining_Political_Capital_A_Reconsideration_of_Bourdieu's_Interconvertibility_Theory
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/237710955_Defining_Political_Capital_A_Reconsideration_of_Bourdieu's_Interconvertibility_Theory
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0277-9536(00)00259-8
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0277-9536(00)00259-8
https://doi.org/10.1080/13547860801923566
https://doi.org/10.1080/13547860801923566
https://doi.org/10.1057/s41267-019-00221-z
https://doi.org/10.1080/19420676.2023.2205414
https://doi.org/10.1080/19420676.2023.2205414
https://doi.org/10.1177/0971721818821795
https://dtd.com.vn/en/social-enterprises-in-vietnam.html#:~:text=Social%20enterprises%20is%20a%20new%20legal%20term%20in,Enterprises%20in%202014%20and%20Decree%20No.%2096%2F2015%2FN%C4%90-CP%201
https://dtd.com.vn/en/social-enterprises-in-vietnam.html#:~:text=Social%20enterprises%20is%20a%20new%20legal%20term%20in,Enterprises%20in%202014%20and%20Decree%20No.%2096%2F2015%2FN%C4%90-CP%201
https://dtd.com.vn/en/social-enterprises-in-vietnam.html#:~:text=Social%20enterprises%20is%20a%20new%20legal%20term%20in,Enterprises%20in%202014%20and%20Decree%20No.%2096%2F2015%2FN%C4%90-CP%201
https://dtd.com.vn/en/social-enterprises-in-vietnam.html#:~:text=Social%20enterprises%20is%20a%20new%20legal%20term%20in,Enterprises%20in%202014%20and%20Decree%20No.%2096%2F2015%2FN%C4%90-CP%201
http://social-economy-gateway.ec.europa.eu/my-country/poland_en#:~:text=The%20Social%20Economy%20Act%20of%205%20August%202022,goals%2C%20prohibition%20of%20profit%20privatisation%20and%20democratic%20management%29
http://social-economy-gateway.ec.europa.eu/my-country/poland_en#:~:text=The%20Social%20Economy%20Act%20of%205%20August%202022,goals%2C%20prohibition%20of%20profit%20privatisation%20and%20democratic%20management%29
http://social-economy-gateway.ec.europa.eu/my-country/poland_en#:~:text=The%20Social%20Economy%20Act%20of%205%20August%202022,goals%2C%20prohibition%20of%20profit%20privatisation%20and%20democratic%20management%29
http://social-economy-gateway.ec.europa.eu/my-country/poland_en#:~:text=The%20Social%20Economy%20Act%20of%205%20August%202022,goals%2C%20prohibition%20of%20profit%20privatisation%20and%20democratic%20management%29
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1099-0860.2010.00351.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1099-0860.2010.00351.x
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10997-021-09598-2


Theory and Society

Ferri, L. M., Pedrini, M., & Minciullo, M. (2021). Corporate social responsibility and stakeholder dialogue 
under institutional voids: Decoupling the role of corporate motives, ethics, and resources. Journal of 
Management and Governance, 26, 159–188. https://doi.org/10.1108/JCOM-09-2021-0101

Fligstein, N., & McAdam, D. (2011). Toward a general theory of strategic action fields. Sociological 
Theory, 29(1), 1–26. ​h​t​t​p​s​:​​/​/​d​o​i​​.​o​r​g​/​1​​0​.​1​1​​1​1​/​j​.​​1​4​6​7​-​​9​5​5​8​.​2​​0​1​0​.​​0​1​3​8​5​.​x

Glinksi, P. (2004). How active are social actors?? Deficient citizenship versus day to day resourcefulness 
in Poland. Polish Sociological Review, 4, 429–450.

Guttman, D., Young, O., Jing, Y., Bramble, B., Bu, M., Chen, C., Furst, K., Hu, T., Logan, K., Liu, L., 
Price, L., Spencer, M., Suh, S., Sun, X., Tan, B., Wang, H., Wang, X., & Zeidan, R. (2018). Environ-
mental governance in China: Interactions between the state and nonstate actors. Journal of Environ-
mental Management, 220, 126–135. ​h​t​t​p​s​:​​/​/​d​o​i​​.​o​r​g​/​1​​0​.​1​0​​1​6​/​j​.​​j​e​n​v​m​​a​n​.​2​0​1​​8​.​0​4​​.​1​0​4

Jacobsson, K., & Korolczuk, E. (2017). Civil society revisited: Lessons from Poland. Berghahn Books.
Joosse, J., & Zelinksy, D. (2023). Charismatic mimicry: Innovation and imitation in the case of Volodymyr 

Zelensky. Sociological Theory, 41(3), 201–228. https://doi.org/10.1177/07352751231174436
Kahraman, F. (2023). What makes an international institution work for labour activists? Shaping interna-

tional law through strategic litigation. Law & Society Review, 57(1), 61–82. ​h​t​t​p​s​:​/​/​d​o​i​.​o​r​g​/​1​0​.​1​1​1​1​
/​l​a​s​r​.​1​2​6​4​​​​​​​

Khalidi, R. (2024). SIBs in Viet Nam: challenges, opportunities, and the way forward [Online] Available 
at: ​h​t​t​p​s​:​​/​/​w​w​w​​.​u​n​d​p​.​​o​r​g​/​​v​i​e​t​n​​a​m​/​b​l​​o​g​/​s​i​b​​s​-​v​i​​e​t​-​n​a​​m​-​c​h​a​​l​l​e​n​g​e​​s​-​o​p​​p​o​r​t​u​n​i​t​i​e​s​-​a​n​d​-​w​a​y​-​f​o​r​w​a​r​d​#​:​
~​:​t​e​x​t​=​S​o​c​i​a​l​%​2​0​I​m​p​a​c​t​%​2​0​B​u​s​i​n​e​s​s​e​s​%​2​0​%​2​8​S​I​B​s​%​2​9​%​2​0​a​r​e​%​2​0​e​n​t​e​r​p​r​i​s​e​s​%​2​0​t​h​a​t​%​2​0​p​r​i​o​
r​i​t​i​s​e​,​p​r​o​v​i​d​i​n​g​%​2​0​j​o​b​s​%​2​0​a​n​d​%​2​0​e​s​s​e​n​t​i​a​l​%​2​0​s​e​r​v​i​c​e​s​%​2​0​t​o​%​2​0​v​u​l​n​e​r​a​b​l​e​%​2​0​c​o​m​m​u​n​i​t​i​e​s. 
Last Accessed: 14/01/2025.

Kyung-Sup, S., Fine, B., & Weiss, L. (2012). Development politics in transition: The neoliberal era and 
beyond. United Kingdom.

Lux, S., & Straussman, J. (2003). Searching for balance: Vietnamese ngos operating in a state-led civil 
society. Public Administration and Development, 24(2), 173–181. https://doi.org/10.1002/pad.283

Minh, G. (2018). Vietnamese Authorities Break up Civil Society Conference in Hanoi, Radio Free Asia 
Available at ​h​t​t​p​s​:​​/​/​w​w​w​​.​r​f​a​.​o​​r​g​/​e​​n​g​l​i​s​​h​/​n​e​w​​s​/​v​i​e​t​​n​a​m​/​​v​i​e​t​n​​a​m​e​s​e​​-​a​u​t​h​o​​r​i​t​i​​e​s​-​b​r​​e​a​k​-​u​​p​-​c​i​v​i​​l​-​s​o​​c​i​e​t​
y​​-​c​o​n​f​​e​r​e​n​c​e​​-​1​2​2​​0​2​0​1​8​1​7​1​1​2​4​.​h​t​m​l. Last Accessed: 17/01/2025.

Modell, S., & Yang, C. (2018). Financialisation as a strategic action field: An historically informed field 
study of governance reforms in Chinese state-owned enterprises. Critical Perspectives on Account-
ing, 54, 41–59. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cpa.2017.09.002

Moloney, S., Horne, R., & Fine, J. (2010). Transitioning to low carbon communities – from behaviour 
change to systemic change: Lessons from Australia. Energy Policy, 39(12), 7614–7623. ​h​t​t​p​s​:​/​/​d​o​i​.​o​
r​g​/​1​0​.​1​0​1​6​/​j​.​e​n​p​o​l​.​2​0​0​9​.​0​6​.​0​5​8​​​​​​​

Nohrstedt, D., & Heinmiller, T. (2024). Advocacy coalitions as political organizations. Policy and Society, 
43(3), 304–316. https://doi.org/10.1093/polsoc/puae005

Paredes-Rodriguez, A., & Spierings, B. (2020). Dynamics of protest and participation in the governance 
of tourism in Barcelona: A strategic action field perspective. Journal of Sustainable Tourism, 28(12), 
2118–2135. ​h​t​t​p​s​:​​/​/​d​o​i​​.​o​r​g​/​1​​0​.​1​0​​8​0​/​0​9​​6​6​9​5​8​​2​.​2​0​2​0​​.​1​7​9​​1​8​9​1

Sabatier, P. (1998). The advocacy coalition framework: Revisions and relevance for Europe. The Journal 
of European Public Policy, 5(1), 98–130. https://doi.org/10.1080/13501768880000051

Sabatier, P., & Jenkins-Smith, H. (1999). The advocacy coalition framework: an assessment, P. Sabatier 
(Ed.), Theories of the Policy Process, Westview Press: Boulder (Co.): 117–166.

Sotirov, M., & Memmler, M. (2012). The advocacy coalition framework in natural resource policy stud-
ies – Recent experiences and further prospects. Forest Policy and Economics, 16, 51–64. ​h​t​t​p​s​:​/​/​d​o​i​
.​o​r​g​/​1​0​.​1​0​1​6​/​j​.​f​o​r​p​o​l​.​2​0​1​1​.​0​6​.​0​0​7​​​​​​​

Stewart, J. (1995). Understanding the Management of Local Government. 2nd Edition. Pitman: London.
Ulnicane, I. (2024). Governance fix? Power and politics in controversies about governing generative AI. 

Policy and Society, 00(00), 1–15. https://doi.org/10.1093/polsoc/puae022
Umfreville, P., & Bonnin, C. (2021). Mind the Gap: Exploring the challenges and opportunities for social 

enterprise in Vietnam. Forum for Development Studies, 48(2), 331–355.
Weber, M. (1991). Power in H.H. Gerth and. In C. Wright Mills (Ed.), From max Weber. Essays in sociol-

ogy. Routledge.
Weible, C. M., Sabatir, P. A., Jenkins-Smith, H. C., Nohrstedt, D., Henry, D., A., and, & deLeon, P. (2011). 

A quarter century of the advocacy coalition framework: An introduction to the special issue. Policy 
Studies Journal, 39(3).

1 3

https://doi.org/10.1108/JCOM-09-2021-0101
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9558.2010.01385.x
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jenvman.2018.04.104
https://doi.org/10.1177/07352751231174436
https://doi.org/10.1111/lasr.1264
https://doi.org/10.1111/lasr.1264
https://www.undp.org/vietnam/blog/sibs-viet-nam-challenges-opportunities-and-way-forward#:~:text=Social%20Impact%20Businesses%20%28SIBs%29%20are%20enterprises%20that%20prioritise,providing%20jobs%20and%20essential%20services%20to%20vulnerable%20communities
https://www.undp.org/vietnam/blog/sibs-viet-nam-challenges-opportunities-and-way-forward#:~:text=Social%20Impact%20Businesses%20%28SIBs%29%20are%20enterprises%20that%20prioritise,providing%20jobs%20and%20essential%20services%20to%20vulnerable%20communities
https://www.undp.org/vietnam/blog/sibs-viet-nam-challenges-opportunities-and-way-forward#:~:text=Social%20Impact%20Businesses%20%28SIBs%29%20are%20enterprises%20that%20prioritise,providing%20jobs%20and%20essential%20services%20to%20vulnerable%20communities
https://doi.org/10.1002/pad.283
https://www.rfa.org/english/news/vietnam/vietnamese-authorities-break-up-civil-society-conference-12202018171124.html
https://www.rfa.org/english/news/vietnam/vietnamese-authorities-break-up-civil-society-conference-12202018171124.html
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cpa.2017.09.002
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.enpol.2009.06.058
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.enpol.2009.06.058
https://doi.org/10.1093/polsoc/puae005
https://doi.org/10.1080/09669582.2020.1791891
https://doi.org/10.1080/13501768880000051
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.forpol.2011.06.007
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.forpol.2011.06.007
https://doi.org/10.1093/polsoc/puae022


Theory and Society

Werner, M., & Cornelissen, J. (2014). Framing the change: Switching and blending frames and their role 
in instigating institutional change. Organizational Studies, 35(10), 1449–1472. ​h​t​t​p​s​:​/​/​d​o​i​.​o​r​g​/​1​0​.​1​1​
7​7​/​0​1​7​0​8​4​0​6​1​4​5​3​9​3​1​4​​​​​​​

Wiltshire, G., & Ronkainen, N. (2021). A realist approach to thematic analysis: Making sense of qualita-
tive data through experiential, inferential, and dispositional themes. Journal of Critical Realism, 
20(2), 159–180. ​h​t​t​p​s​:​​​/​​/​d​o​​i​.​o​r​​g​/​​1​0​.​​1​0​​8​0​/​​1​4​7​6​7​​​4​3​0​.​2​​​0​2​1​.​​1​8​9​4​9​0​9

Wischermann, J. (2010). Civil society action and governance in Viet Nam: Selected findings from an 
empirical survey. Journal of Current Southeast Asian Affairs, 29(2), 3–40. ​h​t​t​p​s​:​/​/​d​o​i​.​o​r​g​/​1​0​.​1​1​7​7​/​1​
8​6​8​1​0​3​4​1​0​0​2​9​0​0​2​0​1​​​​​​​

Publisher’s note  Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in published maps 
and institutional affiliations.

Dr Michael Maher  is an Early-Career researcher at the Institute for Social Innovation and Impact (ISII) 
at the University of Northampton. He has published work on participatory research, organisation theory, 
and the third sector. He has also contributed to work on peacebuilding, education, and children in care.

Professor Richard Hazenberg  is the Director of the Institute for Social Innovation and Impact and has 
research interests focused on social innovation and social finance. Professor Hazenberg is Associate Editor 
for the Social Enterprise Journal and Journal of Social Entrepreneurship, and is a reviewer for numerous 
international peer-review journals.

Dr Claire Paterson-Young  is an Associate Professor and Research Leader at the ISII and her research inter-
ests are focused on youth studies, criminal justice, ethics and social justice. She is an Associate Editor for 
the Journal of Child and Family Studies and Children and Youth Service Review.

Authors and Affiliations

Michael Maher1  · Richard Hazenberg1  · Claire Paterson-Young1

	
 Michael Maher
Michael.Maher@Northampton.ac.uk

1	 University of Northampton, Northampton, UK

1 3

https://doi.org/10.1177/0170840614539314
https://doi.org/10.1177/0170840614539314
https://doi.org/10.1080/14767430.2021.1894909
https://doi.org/10.1177/186810341002900201
https://doi.org/10.1177/186810341002900201
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-5461-1822
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-2178-9157
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-7927-7878

	﻿Institutional fiefdoms: the implementation of governance and new norms within an emerging strategic action field
	﻿Abstract
	﻿Introduction
	﻿Strategic action fields and advocacy coalitions
	﻿Transitioning economies and the emergence of social enterprise
	﻿Methods
	﻿The construction of an institutional fiefdom
	﻿Findings
	﻿Emergence of governance units

	﻿Challenger representation and alignment
	﻿Governing the field

	﻿Discussion
	﻿Conclusion
	﻿Limitations and further research

	﻿References


