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DISSERTATION ABSTRACT
Matthew Lee Metzger
Doctor of Philosophy
Department of Management
December 2012

Title: Conflict and Change in Category Identitiekaw Did the Internet Change What It
Means To Be a Travel Agent?

This research investigates evolution of the megmassigned to the categories
that designate and demarcate formal organizatibtieecsame genre or type. | use
grounded theory techniques to examine whether amdrhembers and stakeholders
relabel organizational categories and ascribe &gsocnew meanings. Specifically, |
uncover that what seemed to be an organizationadjoey’s change in direct response to
the Internet was actually better explained as #lewemce of gradual changes in response
to socio-cultural, regulatorgndtechnological pressures. The empirical contexths
study consists of the population of privately ownedel agencies as they confronted
almost two decades of shifting consumer demandsaftermath of deregulation, and the
emergence of online competition. Data were gathgmexigh interviews with agents and
other individuals employed within the travel indystarchival accounts from various
print and electronic sources, and nearly two dezadlarticles published in the
category’s primary trade journal. | pair discouaselysis of the agents’ trade journal
articles with other grounded theory techniquesuitditheory and document mechanisms
through which both members and external stakeh®lolean organizational category

influence the meanings ascribed to a social cocistru
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CHAPTERI

INTRODUCTION

Organizational categories represent consensuahsshthat producers,
consumers, suppliers, and a variety of additiortdraeal stakeholders (i.e., non-member
individuals and organizations that frequently iat#rwith members of a category (Scott,
1995)) use to assign meaning to groupings of similganizations (Hannan, Polos &
Carroll, 2007). These social constructs influerne@rtmember organizations’ available
resources (Zuckerman, 1999), identities (GioiagdriHamilon & Thomas, 2000) and
strategic decisions (Negro, Hannan & Rao, 2011 Stady of organizational categories
has, therefore, become a “thriving topic” in theiabsciences (Negro, Kocak & Hsu,
2010: 3), and several recent empirical studies ex@iheir origins (e.g., King, Clemens
& Fry, 2010; Navis & Glynn, 2010; Wry, Lounsbury@ynn, 2011). Despite these
advancements, little is known about how organizeti@ategories change with the
prevailing wisdom being that their meanings aretestable during periods of emergence
but become static and “taken-for-granted” as thayune (Navis & Glynn, 2010). In rare
instances where scholars have captured changatatat erganizational categories, they
have done so in contexts where discontinuous sadtaral, technological, and/or
regulatory changes altered entire industries (RBmin & Durand, 2003; Jones, Maoret,
Massa & Svejenova, 2011; King, Clemens & Fry, 2010)

This dissertation seeks advance this nascentstoéaesearch by explicitly
examining the mechanisms responsible for changdsetmeanings of established
organizational categories in contexts where disnanus environmental changes do not
fully account for redefinitions of organizationaltegories or their constitutive
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dimensions. To make this contribution, | examine dhganizational category of U.S.-
based travel agents, which experienced incremanthimultifaceted changes to its
meaning in the decades prior to, and after, thenceroialization of the Internet and the
establishment of “online agencies.” In order totaa@pthe complex, inter-organizational,
and multi-level processes involved with the traagénts’ changing category-level
meaning, | combine interviews, archival data, aemkateen years of discourse from the
travel agents’ leading professional journal. Thisumded theory approach generated

novel findings that inspired, and answered, théselitation’s research question:

“How do category members and external stakeholdsisape or maintain the meaning
of an organizational category in conjunction witlsabntinuous and/or incremental

environmental changes?

In order to fully understanidl andhowthe meaning of the travel agent category
changed in an era that coincided with the emergehtiee Internet | implemented a
longitudinal case study approach that differs mdigkécom a conventional reliance on
cross-sectional data and an implicit assumptidord periods of stability punctuated by
change (Gersick, 1991; Romanelli & Tushman, 19P4dlso developed a comprehensive
definition of the category construct, which the andy of past works treats as nominal
grouping of organizations based solely upon peszksimilarities between products
and/or services. | augment this definition by inpmating literature that indicates that
members and external stakeholders use the additionansions of organizational
practices and avowed purposes to construct andanaicategory boundaries. Using my

definition enables scholars to better understagdrozational categories that offer



substitutable products (e.g., grocery stores armmddes markets) but are still recognized
by members, consumers, and other external staketsadd distinctly different because of
disparate category-wide practices and purposes @vidKck & Carroll, 2001; Zhao,
2008).

This comprehensive definition and in-depth andjitudinal approach uncovered
an alternative, and as-yet unstudied, pathwaytegoay-level change. In this context
studied in this dissertation, category-level changethe meaning of travel agents were
not directly attributable to discontinuous shodRather, changes emerged from the
performance of several distinct and sometimes adidtory roles (i.e., patterns of
expected and replicable behaviors (Biddle, 19786)pthat were observed to coexist
within the organizational category between the yd®94 and 2010. External
stakeholders and category members influenced thejance of these roles, which
slowly altered the products, practices, and purptisat characterized the travel agent
category. After decades of these incremental chgrige category’s label remained the
same but collective expectations regarding its nmersilibehaviors and resources were
fundamentally altered. Although travel agents wememediately affected by an array of
regulatory (e.g., deregulation), technological (glte Internet), and socio-cultural shocks
(e.q., altered perceptions of travel safety inaftermath of the 9/11 terrorist attacks), it
took decades of changes to the content and freguribeir roles before the influence
of these discontinuous shocks on the category’simgavas fully recognized.

Elucidating this alternative pathway to categlayel change makes several
theoretical contributions to the organizational aategory literatures. First, as Negro et

al. (2010) highlight the organizational literatdin@t explicitly studies category-level
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phenomena is embryonic and contains few studig¢seipicitly examine processes of
category change. This dissertation begins toHidl theoretical lacuna and contributes to
a topical area of study that emerged with Zuckets@®99) recent publication.
Secondly, this dissertation contributes insights mow external stakeholders can alter a
category’s meaning. The current literature viewggary members as the main arbiters
of their category’s meaning and accords them a leigél of influence in resisting
external attempts to change or challenge theseingsa(@ones et al., 2011). My findings
show that external stakeholders can redirect ayoags meaning away from its original
specification, and show that the ability of memMiereesist modifications their
category’s meaning may be quite limited. In additithey suggest boundary conditions
that explain antecedents to category memberstahidliinfluence the meanings assigned
to their organizational collective.

My argument is organized as follows: In Chaptetd provide a foundation for
the analyses, | review the prior literature consegorganizational categories and
develop a definition of the category construct thaludes the dimensions pfoducts
practices andpurpose | then detail several exogenous and endogenoalanesms that
scholars have developed to explain processes @ja@at change and/or maintenance in
response to discontinuous shocks. In Chapter dlitine this study’s research methods
and offer a rationale for adopting a grounded themproach. In Chapter IV, | introduce
this study’s empirical setting, defining the orgaations that constitute the category of
U.S.-based travel agents and exploring the histbcontext that accompanied the
category’s formation and subsequent change. In €haf | summarize, analyze, and

report this dissertation’s results. In doing sdescribe the specific roles that were
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observed to coexist within the category, trackrtpebminence over time, and develop
mechanisms to explain how these roles changed #amimg of U.S.-based travel agents.
In the final chapter, | summarize the theoreticaltdbutions of these findings, explore
the interplay (or lack thereof) between the corfrof organizational identities and

categories, and discuss implications of this sfodyurther research.



CHAPTERII

LITERATURE REVIEW

In order to advance the organizational literatgecerning how organizational
categories change, this research provides a mdistib@xamination than currently
exists in the literature. In a recent publicatidones and colleagues (2011: 2) bemoan
that organizational categories have often beensawetified by social scientists who
view, and research, the constructs as “labelsatiars use to sort social phenomena into
appropriate bins.” The following section reviews tturrent literature on organizational
categories and, in doing so, identifies severalrdtecal gaps and/or ontological

disagreements that my dissertation’s findings askire

At present, scholars fail to agree on the abditynembers and/or external
stakeholders to purposefully change the meaningsgainizational categories (Negro et
al., 2010) and those that do accept instancesrpbgive change focus almost
exclusively on members’ attempts to maintain teategory’s meaning in response to
external threats (Negro, et al., 2011). My disseEmacompliments these past studies, and
ultimately demonstrates that both membaard external stakeholders influence
organizational categories in ways unexplained byecu research. In addition, |
incorporate non-product dimensions into the detnibf organizational categories. The
implementation of a ground theory approach wasialt@ uncovering the importance of
practices and purposes as additional dimensionettable the construction of categories
and influence their change. In sum, this dissematidvances the organizational literature
by enriching our understanding of the breadth tdracthat influence categories, the
mechanisms through which they alter and/or maintategories, and the properties of
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organizations (i.e., products, practices, and megppthat can manifest as constitutive

properties of categories.

Before doing this, it is important to note thahaligh scholars point to recent
research on organizational categories as an entaagdrdistinct literature, the construct
itself has long been a facet of other literatuhed attempt to explain how socially
constructed partitions influence organizationatlesapes. Negro and colleagues (2010:
4) note that categories are one of many toolsdfganizational scholars from varying
disciplines use to understand how “collective psses explain social behavior, events,
and mechanisms in and around organizations.” Famgie, Negro and colleagues
highlight institutional theorists’ incorporation tife category construct to explain the
cognitive drivers behind isomorphism. In recentrge&cott and Davis (2008) have even
revisited Scott’s (1995) definition of “pillars” texplicitly include organizational

categories as the symbolic carriers of cognitivitgacal dimensions of institutions.

Scholars applying a population ecology approash ake the category construct
to indicate a precursory state that occurs whemeaads recognize similarities among
organizations but do not take these similaritieggfanted as representing a distinct
organizational form (Hannan, Polos & Carroll, 2Q0Zxtegories have — and remain — an
implicit component of other management theorietutiog social movements (Davis &
Thompson, 1994), organizational identity (Alber¥8hetten, 1985; Whetten, 2006), and
various other cognitive approaches to organizatistualy (Negro, et al., 2010).

Although the category construct frequently app@&atbese organization literatures, it
was rarely, until recently, a focal component dodlgsis. In short, because organizational
categories are a topical, and not paradigmaticy lebditerature, there exists a plethora of

7



theoretical assumptions and methodological appesatiat have been applied to this

emerging subfield of organizational research.

In this literature review, | attempt to providehewence to these multiple
perspectives by highlighting recent publicatioret #xplicitly examine organizational
categories as their unit of analysis and/or elueidgaechanisms that change and/or
maintain these social constructs. To that poidgfer detailing an exhaustive list of past
research that implicitly uses organizational catEgato understand dynamics among
organizations and their environments. Rather, itlihis review to organizational
research that recognizes categories and categornizabcesses as issues that influence
market behaviors and outcomes and therefore degebaunderstood in their own right.
This literature proved instrumental in understagdiow andwhythetravel agent
category changed as a direct and indirect resuhiefnternet for several reasons. First,
my interview data indicate that the Internet repreed something more than just another
of a long line of new technologies that the catggiditravel agents adopted during its
long history. Rather, interviewees suggested tiatriternet fundamentally changed

meaning assigned to the entire collective of oraons, with one agent recalling:

“The Internet had a direct influence on my lifeglitanged how we all

function and what we all do. Moreovérredefined what a travel agent

is.”
In addition, an organizational category lens alldwee to capture the involvement of a
plethora of external stakeholders, many of whoradtly or indirectly influenced the

travel agents’ collective meaning during nearly siexades of evolution. In sum, the

category construct was uniquely suited to captyseemomenon that took decades to



unfold, involved a continually changing cast of ntrs and external stakeholders, and

required the integration of multiple levels of aysas.

To detail the construct of organizational categmri first examine its emergence,
and continued use, in other social science liteeatwith a particular emphasis on
contributions from the sociological literature. Sauently, | explore the construct’s
incorporation into organizational research and I publications that explicitly
incorporate organizational categories as theirsurfitanalysis. Because of the recency of
topical interest in organizational categories (eZgckerman’s (1999) work is often cited
as the progenitor of contemporary organizationsgary research) | add a cohesive
definition of the construct, which remains ambigsiguand/or inconsistently defined in
the extant literature. After providing this defioi, | review past findings that directly or
indirectly address exogenous and endogenous mechaithat members and/or external
stakeholders use to maintain and/or change catsgand their associated meanings. |
close this section by reviewing process researdhustifying the use of discourse

analysis to capture the changing meaning of thegoay of U.S.-based travel agents.

SOCIOLOGICAL ORIGINSOF CATEGORIES

The organizational literature on categories attsrmpunderstand how members,
consumers, suppliers, and a variety of other eatestakeholders identify, maintain,
and/or change common meanings that are ascribedroup of similar organizations.
Categories are most often conceptualized as honmggriorces that suppress attempts
by organizations and individuals to implement ratlicnovel strategies. Although
Deephouse (1999) does not explicitly apply the ephof categories, his exploration of
the conformity proposition, which states that oigations display similarities to

9



maintain their legitimacy and enhance resourceiaitouns, captures the essence of most
category research. Consequentially, much of tharorgtional literature’s category
research explores a human tendency to identifygamaglp similarities among everyday
phenomena and identifies the ways in which this d&mugompulsion manifests as
inducements for intra-category isomorphism. Inftilwing section, | explore the
sociological origins of the construct, with a pantar emphasis on how sociologists
explain the human predilections towards classiigifienomena, before exploring the

topic’s incorporation into the organizational sades.

Durkheim’s (1912) publication, in which he contsaslassification systems
between Western societies and more “primitive” ungl$, is commonly seen as the
progenitor of category research in the socioloditadature. In this publication,
Durkheim (1912: 82) proposes that classificationasonly an outcome of human

intelligence but may itself be responsible for hasiaognitive capacity:

“Far from it being the case... that the social relasi of men are based on
logical relations between things, in reality ithe former, which have
provided the prototype from the latter. Accordinddther scholars], men
were divided into clans by a pre-existing clasatiien of things; but, quite
on the contrary, they classified things becausg Weze divided into
clans.”

He goes on to suggest that the first groupingsrmedwas individuals divided themselves
into clans and that these prehistoric acts gaesetoisiumans’ tendencies to classify all
manner of social phenomena. In time, Durkheim ssiggeategorization became a

subconscious, and often irrational, phenomenoh@htuuman condition:

“Things are above all sacred or profane, pure quire, friends or
enemies, favorable or unfavorable; i.e., their nimstiamental
characteristics are only expressions of the wayhich they affect social
sensibility. The differences and resemblances, vdetermine the

10



fashion in which they are grouped, are more affedthan intellectual.”
(1912: 86)

Although a contemporary reading of Durkheim’s wahkd, more specifically, its
racial undertones, invokes considerable uneaset &whbeliefs and skepticism
concerning his methodology, contemporary researawigies support for his hypotheses.
In work that explores the intersects between sogioal and cognitive neuroscience
categorization research, Cerulo (2010: 117) higiigontemporary cross-disciplinary

support for Durkheim’s assertion of subconsciousgarization:

“Automatic cognition involves rapid, effortless,intentional thought; it
allows us to quickly process information withoutended review.
Automatic cognition is tied to the existence othemas” (or more
formally schemata) — knowledge structures suchasatypes, scripts,
etc. that, with broad strokes, represent the cleniatics of people, places,
objects or events and allow us to infer what theegéies do, where they
fit, and what to expect of them...Deliberate cogmtiovolves a different
neural experience; it refers to slow, considered, measured thought.
When engaged in deliberate thought, individuals negsct or override
their schemas, and actively search for charadtesjstonnections,
relations, and expectations rather than assumim.th

Thus, contemporary research suggests that althcatglgories predominantly inhabit the
background of social interactions as unconsciogssis-making heuristics, they can be
brought to the forefront when invalidated or distik Cerulo (2010: 122) also highlights

the mechanisms that neuroscientists suggestsige&/éorcategories:

“Conceptsare built on a prototype or a ‘best example’ premighis
means that, at their core, concepts amplify or ggeage the critical
features of a category; they focus our brains eskeflly on a category’s
‘ideal’. When we encounter something, we use ountaleeoncepts and
perform a process called ‘graded membership’ -wieerank or place
entities with reference to others in their clags. &ample, when you go
shopping for a tomato, your brain compares evamnato you see to an
ideal prototype, and it works from there. The matteibutes the tomato-
in-hand shares with the prototype that exists mryarain, the more likely

11



you are to include what you see in the categoryatorand the closer you
will rank that observation to the category’s cateal.”

Scholars from a variety of theoretical disciplifewve also recently explored the
social construction, and change, of categoriesiabus levels of analysis. Psychologists
known as social identity theorists explore the fation of individual-level identities and
focus on the construction of symbolic boundaried tenote “oneness” with various
social groups (e.g., Fiske, 1998; Hogg & Abram®88& T ajfel & Turner, 1985).
Sociologists, including Bourdieu (1984) and Lam@r&92), extend the level of analysis
to communities and explore the construction of @@wdnomic and cultural categories
that denote appropriate actions for their membdersurn, anthropologists (and other
social scientists) have explored the constructrmhraaintenance of categories at a
national level based on the criteria of ethniaignder, and nationalistic identity (e.g.,
Barth, 1969; Stein, 1997; Wilson & Donnan, 1998hAugh disparate mechanisms
underpin these categories (for a review, see La®adviblnar (2002: 187)), each of these
socially constructed phenomena fulfills the purposenabling communication and
coordination among human beings. Given their pradante in Western society, it is,

then, no surprise that organizations also servargsts for categorization processes.

CATEGORIESIN THE ORGANIZATIONAL SCIENCES

As previously mentioned, the concept of categtiomahas long been a facet of
institutional theory, population ecology, and aie®r of cognitive approaches to
organizational study. However, as noted by Negaunileagues (2010: 6), these
literatures treat categories “implicitly as a coment of the external environment.”

Zuckerman'’s (1999) work, which examined the infleef analysts’ ability to clearly

12



identify startups with extant categories on subseat|iPO valuations, is credited as being
the first to explicitly focus on the category canst and its interaction with
organizational behavior. His findings — that finexh@nalysts paid less attention (which
later correlated with decreased IPO and increaskdilty) to organizations that
promoted products not clearly aligned with thossoamted with a pre-established

category- clarified the importance of categoriessfdholars and practitioners alike.

Although the Zuckerman'’s findings concerning ‘gigmacy discounts” (i.e.,
decreased valuations from analysts when organisitproducts failed to clearly align
with one category or attempted to combine thelaites of several categories) represent
an important contribution, his work’s greater irghce is to explain how analysts
maintain category boundaries. Category membereatginal stakeholders continually
redefine these boundaries as they engage in ageahpénsegiving (i.e., make claims
about the defining features of a category) andesaaking (i.e., negotiate the validity of
these claims) concerning the constitutive attributiecategory members (Ravasi &
Schultz, 2006). Scholars credit this work, and Arokan’s later work with Phillips
(2001), with catalyzing interest in understandiategories as cognitive constructs that
incorporate broader cultural rules and norms tdampestrictions to organizational
deviations from industry norms. Negro and colleag@®10: 7) summarize the
contributions of this work to the field of organiamal research, positing that these
works established that: “(1) category boundariescantrolled by the perceptions of an
audience, (2) they are consequential for orgamimatiinteractions with other social
actors, and (3) they can be studied empiricallysing data on intermediaries’ or other

audiences’ classification systems.”
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The financial analysts that Zuckerman (1999) stddepresent an important but
overall small portion of the external stakeholdafkience category boundaries. Later
empirical works demonstrate that consumers (Zuckar{im, Ukanwa, & von Rittman,
2003), producers (Porac, Rosa, & Saxon, 2001 )ynidia (Kennedy, 2008), and supply-
chain partners (Navis & Glynn, 2010) also indirgatifluence categorization processes.
Members and external stakeholders engage in conzative acts to continuously
determine the clarity of the category (i.e., tHerated deviance from the proto-typical
norm that is acceptable) the valence of a cate@@y whether it's desirable to be
affiliated with a category), and an organizaticiitsherein (Kennedy, Lo, & Lounsbury,
2010). These criteria are then used to evaluatgganization’s compliance with shared
expectations and to reward compliant organizatantsto punish deviants (Kahl, Kim, &

Phillips, 2010).

In addition to an abundance of organizationalaegethat suggest categories
function as regulatory devices that penalize denatfrom proto-typical norms, later
findings suggest that categories may also influ¢ghedormation and enactment of
organizational strategies. In one of many categtuglies that use U.S. cinema as their
context, Zuckerman and colleagues (2003) positdhatios attempt to elicit favorable
reviews from critics by casting actors that thelydve align their films with the products
of extant categories. Hsu (2006) extends theséniyscand provides evidence that some
film producers increase the number of critics #@een their film by simultaneously
aligning their products (e.g., through casting,npotional material, etc.) with multiple
categories (e.g., independent producers, blockbpsetelucers, etc.). However, doing so

impedes critics’ abilities to fit a film with an tablished category and negatively
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influences the overall ratings assigned by critigstly, Mezias and Mezias (2000)
demonstrate that perceived congruencies betwean &hd established categories
subconsciously influences the distribution and retng techniques adopted by different
supply-chain partners. Combined, these studies dstrate that categories do more than
punish deviations ex post, and instead continuedbrt pressures on organizations ex

ante as they innovate, implement, and evaluatesteategies and/or product offerings.

The ability of members and external stakeholdesubconsciously use
categories to enact the aforementioned processies ux of the construct’s purported
value. That is, members, consumers, producerssiosge supply-chain partners, etc.,
regularly share beliefs about the constitutive props of organizational categories that
are similar enough to coordinate efforts while auwg continuous debate. This is not to
suggest, however, that members and external stilerba@ver completely agree about
the meaning of categories, even those that arefitédr-granted” (Navis & Glynn, 2010).
Rather, in most instances categories possess aldielgree of “fuzziness” (Porac,
Thomas, Wilson, Paton, & Kanfer, 1995; Hannan, He&rRao, 2010) that allow
members and external stakeholders to hold diffdoelgefs about specifics of a category
while still agreeing on the minimal requirementsrieembership (Cornelissen et al.,
2007; Navis & Glynn, 2010). With a lack of consemseigarding a category’s minimal
similarities, external stakeholders and memberagadgn deliberate cognitive acts to
reestablish a fundamental level of shared meamnga, Porac, Runser-Spanjol, and
Saxon (1999) demonstrate this process, showingtfature of members and external
stakeholders to agree upon the constitutive prigseof minivan producers resulted in

the destabilization, contestation, and ultimatetpmplete redefinition of the category’s
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meaning. The literature offers evidence that “mateategories can drift from states of
near-consensus to contestation as well, with lazgetextual changes commonly
identified as catalysts for renewed debate oveuthfying properties of a category (e.g.,
Rao and colleagues’ (2003) study illustrates aweedebate over the meaning of the

French gastronomic category after more than a cgpnfuincontested meaning).

To summarize, categorization is a cognitive predhat has been thoroughly
explored in a variety of other social science gikees (e.g., sociology, anthropology,
psychology, etc.). Zuckerman (1999) receives craslihe first scholar to explicitly
incorporate the category construct as a unit ofyaiginto the organizational sciences.
His study, and subsequent others, conceptualizgaaés as cognitive constructs that
communicate and reinforce expectations that mendetexternal stakeholders share
regarding the properties of member organizatioatei.research supports the belief that
categories regulate deviations but also suggestghhy exert an ex ante influence
during processes of strategy formation. Takenttmgethe literature suggests that
although categories typically operate at a subdgounsdevel, the failure of members and
external stakeholders to maintain a basic-levelgpeement about categories’
constitutive properties can catalyze inter-subyecticts of deliberate cognition and
debate. The following section further examinesdtestruct of organizational categories
and provides three dimensions that research suggetErnal stakeholders consider when
assessing category membership and coherence.fiftieer clarifying the construct’s
definition, | detail the mechanisms that past org@ional research highlight as potential

catalysts for the change or maintenance of categeanings.
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ORGANIZATIONAL CATEGORIES DEFINED

Similar to research in population ecology, therture on organizational
categories runs the risk of becoming tautologitalfails to develop consistent
definitional standards for its focal construct.idtigh governments attempt to
institutionalize category definitions (e.g., theSl.Canadian and Mexican governments
group businesses according to product similanitigls the North American Industry
Classification System (NAICS)), these designatifatisshort of capturing the totality of
organizational categorieSategory members and external stakeholders, assdisd
above, rarely accept and/or internalize a homogedefinition of a category.
Furthermore, instances where all audiences contpleteee upon the definition of a
category are ephemeral, as new members, new eks¢gakaeholders, and/or
environmental changes disrupt the status quo. Tgawernment classifications fail to
account for the ongoing social construction ofd¢bastructs, nor do they provide the
nuance needed to explain how meanings attachedgjamiaational categories change
over time* An additional shortcoming of government classtiimas (specifically the
NAICS system) is that they focus almost exclusivalysimilarities between
organizations’ products and/or service, which arpartant but not absolute influences

on category boundaries.

In the next section, I review the literature’sfpase of “organizational categories”
to identify three common dimensions that unify thdsparate approaches and to

advance a concise and operational definition ottestruct. In order to accomplish this,

! For example, U.S.-based travel agents are subsunut the NAICS code 561510,
which is updated only once per decade and is cilyrdefined by the vague
requirements that organizations “sell travel, taurd accommodation services to the
general public and/or commercial clients.”
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| first review Zuckerman’s (1999) use of the catggmnstruct and suggest that his work
influenced future scholars to focus almost exclelsiwn characteristics of an
organization’gproducts and/oserviceghenceforth shortened psoductg when defining
category boundaries and evaluating membershign ithtroduce research that explicates
two additional dimensions used by members and eatstakeholders to discern
similarities between organizationsacticesandpurpose | close this section by
encouraging a tripartite definition of the constrand provide evidence to suggest that
products, practices, and purposes coexist as atentirces of discontinuity and/or

change for perceived organizational similarities.

The Product Dimension

Zuckerman (1999) uses the category construclustiate a classification system
that members and external stakeholders createapétpate through successive cross-
product comparisons. In his study, organizatioaségories are explicitly referred to as
“product categories,” meaning that members andreatstakeholders base their inter-
organizational categorization processes on theymtazh of substitutable products and/or
services. Although several variations of this terohogy exist in the literature (e.g., Zhao
(2009) uses the term “industrial category” and Nand Glynn (2010) use the term
“market category”), empirical work in this traditichares the belief that members and
external stakeholders use observable featureggahaations’ products to construct
categories. Jones and colleagues (2011: 2) labsétbommonalties as “artifact codes”
and detail that nuances that members and extdakal®lders consider when

constructing organizational categories around pectsdu
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“for example, films in the Western genre have drfiaat code that
specifies protagonist (cowboy, rancher, sheriffifagonists (gunslinger,
Indian, farmer), and types of conflict (materiabgs such as land, water,
or money and over ethics such as vengeance ocg)sti

Organizational research in a variety of contertstinues to demonstrate the
important role that products play in the constrttand maintenance of category
boundaries. These include studies of categorifseimforementioned film industry (Hsu,
2006; Zuckerman et al., 2003) Indian art (Khair&\&@dhwani, 2010), satellite radio
(Navis & Glynn, 2010) and the automotive industPpKac, Wade, & Pollock, 1999).
Navis and Glynn (2010: 440) perhaps best summérigeapproach, positing that

categories form when:

“two or more products or services [are] perceivedéd of the same type or
close substitutes for each other in satisfying mademand; the
organizations producing or supplying these relgt@ducts or services are
grouped together as members of the same markefocgte

Although product similarities are often used tostouct categories, an abundance
of contexts exist with product similarities thae @mbiguous, altogether absent, and/or
superseded by other characteristics that membdrsexarnal stakeholders use to
facilitate categorization processes. In these &g, research suggests that organizations’
practices and/or espoused purposes influence caaton processes. In order to
introduce the additional dimensions of practices purposes, | first provide an example
of a category that is simultaneously defined byhlmbimensions (and devoid of
agreement concerning the category’s prototypiocadipects) before highlighting situations

in which either practices or purposes take precsgl@ncategorization processes.
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The Dimensions of Practices and Purposes

Producers of American jazz represent a longstancibegory of organizations
that exist unthreatened in the absence of disderpieduct similarities. Kahl and
colleagues (2010) suggest that, after more thanyfdars of debate, Duke Ellington
provided the closest thing to a definition concegitihe constitutive properties of jazz
when he simply noted “it’s all music.” Interestiggmembers and external stakeholders
continue to identify jazz as a distinct cannon afsia even without consensus concerning
the minimal requirements of a prototypical jazzgdfahl et al. (2010: 83) note that jazz
remains unified by a collective purpose that emegigehe aftermath of World War 1l to
be “antithetic to traditional European culture” ancembrace experimentation,
improvisation and cross-genre combination. In otdexccomplish this purpose,
members of the jazz category institutionalizedréeseof practices (e.g., embracing errors,
soloing, etc.) that now accomplish their sharegpse and enable the identification of a

jazz category in the continued absence of produautagities (Barrett, 1998).

A Tripartite Definition

While jazz music illustrates a category whose ficas and purposes define the
category in lieu of product commonalities, categembound that demonstrate the
simultaneous influence of each dimension. McKerdaied Carroll (2001) offer one
such example, demonstrating that external stakel®l@soundingly rejected attempts by
major American breweries (e.g., Budweiser, Codxs) & profit from the popularity of
craft beers in the mid-1990s. Although these indaldtreweries altered their products to

be virtually indistinguishable from microbrewereal(in some cases their beers actually
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achieved higher rankings), their attempts to claiembership with the microbrewery
category failed because external stakeholders amlhars believed their purposes and
practices to be antithetic to the microbrewery gatg and based upon “opposing
ideologies.” Zhao (2008), in another alcohol-rethtontext, highlights French and
Californian vintners as categories with similarguots and practices but distinguished
by different overarching purposes (i.e., accentggéi wine’s “terroir” vs. the scientific
refinement of wine). The argument could, of coubmemade that a subset of
extraordinary members and external stakeholdersdesmify subtle differences between
Californian and French wines and/or that membedseaaternal stakeholders use minor
differences between practices to demarcate theegarées (e.g., French wines are
labeled by region and Californian wines are lab&edrape varietal). These arguments,
however, miss the larger point: that any extargricategory differences between
practice and products originated from purposeswieaé fundamentally different and

accompanied each category’s inception.

There are numerous additional examples where amgupgactices and/or
purposes (i.e., not products) are the primary erfze on categories. Kennedy et al.
(2010) examine the emergence of the nanotechnalaiggory where membership is
conferred by the engagement in research and dewelappractices at the atomic and
molecular scale of measurement. Negro and collea(@4 1) highlight
Barolo/Barbaresco wine producers who confrontedraaisted technologies that
challenged their traditional practices even wheay tlvould have had no detectable
influence on their finished product. Collectivehese studies suggest that products alone

are insufficient for a complete understanding dégarization processes. | therefore offer
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a tripartite definition of organizational categarithat guides the remainder of this

research:

Organizational categories are social constructsniganbers and external
stakeholders use to communicate perceived sindaltetween the
products purposesand/orpracticesthat unify a collective of
organizations.

With this definition as a guiding template, | uke following section to review
organizational literature that details the prectg4o, and mechanisms responsible for,
the maintenance and/or change of a category’siagifyroducts, practices, purposes, or
any combination thereof. | pay particular attemtio the locus of attempts to change
and/or maintain a category’s meaning and orgameedview around the exogenous (i.e.,
attempts by external stakeholders or new entrantsltience category boundaries and/or
meanings) and/or endogenous (i.e., attempts bynbeat members to influence

category boundaries and/or meanings) origins cfettatempts.

MECHANISMSFOR CATEGORY MAINTENANCE/CHANGE

It is necessary to briefly discuss the abilityrafividuals and/or organizations to
purposefully influence category meanings beforaitiey mechanisms identified in
instances of category change and/or maintenangan@ational scholars recognize that
there is a need for additional research into, daudfication regarding, issues of agency
and power within category research (Negro et 8t102. Currently, empirical works in
the category literature either suggest that categ@merge and change organically
(Hannan, Pdlos, & Carroll, 2007) or are influenbgdnore purposive mechanisms
(Negro, Hannan, & Rao, 2011). Negro and colleag?@%0) further submit that even

studies that suggest purposive drivers behind oayethanges differ on viewing
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members’ and/or external stakeholders’ attempthémge a category’s products,

practices, and/or collective purpose as cooperativenflict ridden.

In this dissertation, | advance what Negro antkaglues (2010: 20) refer to as a
“political agency view” that “emphasizes the so@ahstruction and dissemination of
categories” and views category processes as “ctfsiliand battle[s] among multiple
parties to make their schemas dominate the markeaddition, in this dissertation |
offer data that suggest that both members andrettstakeholders actively contested the
meaning of the travel agent category and that tvette economically impacted by a
revision to, or maintenance of, the category’s nr@arrhis is not to suggest that
categoriesieveremerge and/or change through conflict-free praxses$ automatic
cognition. Rather, given the likelihood that attesnfo substantively change a category’s
products, practices, and/or purpose affect othigoaies (e.g., in Rao et al.’s (2003)
study French Nouvelle cuisine challenged the lewitly of the category of classical
French cuisine), a wide array of external stakedrsldand/or the value of physical and
cultural member investments, purposive attempthémge a category may often be
marked by contestation and conflict among membmdsexternal stakeholders. In the
following section, | briefly summarize three typgfsenvironmental changes that can
directly influence organizational categories anehtkexamine how these changes
influence external stakeholders’ and members’ natitims, and abilities, to change
and/or maintain the products, practices, and/opg@aes associated with an organizational

category.
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Triggersto Category Change

Past research suggests that discontinuous botéstofological, regulative,
and/or socio-cultural changes often precede cayegmnges. In these studies, swift
advances to technologies, sweeping alteratiorfsetpaolitical landscape, and/or radical
socio-cultural changes disrupt taken-for-grantedgary meanings, causing members
and external stakeholders to reengage in delibeagritive acts concerning the products,
practices, and purposes that constitute a categjorganing. Although any of these
discontinuous shifts alone have the potential talgae category change, it is important
to recognize that, in many cases, they exert a owedbnfluence (e.g., regulatory
changes often accompany or precedes technologszairdinuities). The following
section explores each of these precursors to agtepange separately before examining
their collective ability to catalyze four mechansoommonly responsible for category

change.

Widespread changes to technologies representdseaommonly studied trigger
for category changes. The organizational literatuely accepts that technologies,
which often underpin a category’s products, prasti@and purposes, are subject to bouts
of both incremental and discontinuous change (Tash&Anderson, 1986). | adhere to
Anderson and Tushman'’s (1990) definition of tecbgalal discontinuities as periods in
which innovative breakthroughs dramatically incesti®e price vs. performance
relationship of a category’s products. As suchid@pchnological changes can either
enhance or destroy categories whose products,jgeacand/or purposes depend upon a
particular type of technology. Many organizatiostadies examine categories in contexts

where technological developments enabled the foomatf new categories that
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competed with extant organizations wedded to oattisgchnologies. Navis and Glynn
(2010) offer one such example, demonstrating tlta$@ontinuous shift in broadcasting
technologies reset longstanding institutional ayeaments between the categories that
provided the content, produced the hardware, astdlulited signals for U.S.-based radio

news and entertainment.

Regulatory changes also offer an opportunity fembers and external
stakeholders to create new categories or to infle¢hose already in existence. In the
previous example, a regulatory change (i.e., th€ Blbcating broadcast frequencies for
digital signals) preceded a technological shié.(ithe invention of satellite radio
technologies) that challenged several pre-existatggories reliant on traditional radio
technologies. Regulatory changes, either alona oomnjunction with technological
changes, represent a common catalyst to changesroamy the meaning and valence of
extant or new organizational categories. Kennedlycatieagues (2010) also highlight
the common interdependence between technologidaleggulatory changes. In their
study, a “nanotech” category was not commonly raecaagl until the 1999 passage of the
National Nanotechnology Initiative, despite decaofeimcremental advances in
nanotechnologies. However, as King, Clemens, apd2910) demonstrate, regulatory
changes alone have the potential to alter the tap#sand content of organizational
categories. These authors chronicle the afternfatiedl994 Arizona School
Improvement Act, which enabled private sector caiitipa among the state’s schools.
Three distinct categories of schools emerged irattegmath of this legislation, including

the original public schools and two nascent categaf private schoothat defined
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themselves around dimensions that were appropraatédrom, improved upon, those

traditionally associated with public schools.

Lastly, socio-cultural changes constitute a lesgtdently studied, but equally
important, catalyst for category-wide changes. &aditural changes can invalidate
extant dimensions of organizational categories@reiiable the creation of a de novo
category of substitutes. As previously mentionealp Bnd colleagues (2003) demonstrate
that challenges to the sacrosanct dimensions s$icia French cuisine resulted from
societal (i.e., not category-wide or industry-widejections of orthodox practices. Kahl
and colleagues (2010) posit that the equally exterhanges among the category of

jazz producers resulted from the civil rights moeatwithin the United States.

In sum, organizational categories are social coots that are embedded in, and
impacted by, geographically and temporally boundaanilieus. As Zhao (2008) notes,
“the impact of categories on social perception evaluation is contingent upon the
classificatory scheme and structure in a [broasiggiem.” As a result, the products,
practices, and purposes that constitute a recogjioganizational category in one
context can have very different meanings and valtesn relocated in space and time.
The discussion above offered a broad outline comoegrthe possibility of technological,
regulatory, and socio-cultural changes to altemptfoglucts, practices, and purpose that
members and external stakeholders use to recognie&tant or emergent organizational

category.

These environmental changes alone, however, dautomatically alter the

content and valence of organizational categoriathd®, they upset the social and
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economic arrangements that define entire indusamelsenable the introduction of new
products, practices, and purposes into preexistitggories and/or the creation of
entirely new categories that directly and/or indilechallenge their predecessors. In the
following section | introduce two specific exogesauechanisms (i.e., attempts by
external stakeholders or new entrants to influerxategory boundaries and/or meanings)
that are set in motion by technological, regulatand socio-cultural changes. | then
examine two endogenous mechanisms (i.e., attemgptgembers to influence category
boundaries and/or meanings) that category memilfiens d@eploy to counteract change

attempts.

EXOGENOUS MECHANISMS

While organizational research traditionally positat members directly influence
their categories’ meanings (i.e., through the imp@atation and promotion of products,
practices, and purposes), it is also recognizeetktarnal stakeholders indirectly
influence these processes. Far from being a univoaadate, a category’s meaning is a
continuous target for reinterpretation and/or appation by a diverse, and continually
changing, field of external stakeholders. Currentgearch typically highlights
discontinuous changes to industry-wide technolqgesgulations, and/or the socio-
cultural landscape as precursors to instancesvwefcagegory creation and/or category
change. Negro and colleagues (2010) highlight tessible mechanisms that directly
explain how non-members leverage these environhemiaiges to challenge the status

guo of the category landscape.
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Intra-Category Cooptation

In one scenario, environmental changes empowedoaadcourage non-members
to introduce new products that they claim areiatid with an extant organizational
category. Carroll and Swaminathan (2000) providexample of this mechanism,
highlighting industrial brewers’ attempts to commgialize craft beers (previously only
offered by a members of the microbrewery categtmfjgwing a socio-cultural shift as
Americans increasingly explored and accepted ngerlaeers. These industrial brewers
expanded their product lines to include severakvals of “craft” beers (e.g., Budweiser
introduced an unfiltered Hefeweizen named Crosspahtered these products in
regional and national craft beer competitions, aftein attempted to disguise these beers
as emanating from the microbrewery category (&ldler Brewing labeled their craft

beers as originating from the fictitious Plank R@xdwery).

I nter-Category Competition

In a second scenario, environmental changes emavadéor encourage non-
members to introduce new products that directly pete with those assigned to an
extant category (i.e., they do not attempt to dsgtheir products’ origins). Rao and
colleagues (2003) provide one of the richest dpsonis of this mechanism as they
examine how socio-cultural changes enabled thedtom of Nouvelle cuisine as a de
novo and distinct category. The definition, andstoner acceptance, of the nascent
category of Nouvelle organizations highlighted eliénces in the categories’ practices,
purposes, and products and directly contestedategory of classical restaurateurs.

Navis and Glynn (2010) provide an additional exaergdlthis mechanism and
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demonstrate that metaphors are often used by membarfledgling category to connect
their offerings to those that potential consumeis ather important external stakeholders
assign to an extant category (e.g., electric ligh8ystems were framed in familiar terms
drawn from the existing category of gas lightingafgadon & Douglas, 2001)). The
authors suggest that this tactic commonly resoltee increased adoption of offerings
from nascent categories because external stakeb@defamiliar with the basic benefits
of their product or service and can easily recagieir advantages over the preexisting

alternatives.

ENDOGENOUS MECHANISMS

Assuming that new technologies, regulations, anstioio-cultural changes do, in
fact, influence the clarity and valence of dimensiosed to construct and maintain
category boundaries, a prudent question to askdumer “why don’t category members
simply embrace these changes and purposefullypocate them into their pre-existing
products, practices, and/or purposes?” To ansviertlestion, scholars posit that
categories that fail to stabilize the meanings @ased with their prototypical products,
practices, and/or purposes run the risk of becompouayly defined, which can lead to
difficulties in attracting stakeholder recourses;qus boundaries, and unchecked new
entrants that further add confusion to attempttlectively define the category

(Zuckerman, 1999).

Hannan and colleagues (2007) perhaps best deskéalfactors that encourage
category members to promote stability in the préslyaractices, and/or purposes

dimensions that unify their collective. The authadsvocate an adoption of a “fuzzy-set”
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theory to address the categorization of objectsaagdnizations that deviate from
prototypical ideals (Zuckerman, 1999). Accordingdtis belief, a category’s “fuzziness,”
and thus its susceptibility to outside influenass;alculated using grade-of-membership
(GoM) function. The GoM is, in short, the averad¢he likelihood that each of the
category’s constitutive properties (e.g., the pcast products, and purpose) is shared by
organizations claiming membership with the categdhus, a category with a very low
GoM indicates a dearth of consensus and a higredegjrfuzziness about the schema-

relevant features that unify the collective.

Building on “fuzzy-set” theory, scholars suggédwittcategories that fail to
achieve a high level of GoM exhibit an unstablecdeheanings and are ripe for
reinterpretation by de novo producers claiming mersibip with the category and
external stakeholders that seek to compete wittoarco-opt, dimensions of a category
(Negro et al., 2011; Rosa et al., 1999). It ispaging to these theorists, in the best
interest of extant members to promote a stablefg@toducts, practices, and/or purposes
that coordinate the beliefs and actions of memaedsexternal stakeholders. The
following section explores two potential endogenmechanisms that members use to
maintain their category’s meanings by limiting thBuence of technological, regulatory,
and/or socio-cultural changes or encouraging cheageong organizations that enable a

coordinated response to the aforementioned soofedsange.

Identity Endurance

Organizational identities represent a potentigigortant mechanism to

understand if and how members prevent the prodpistices, and purposes associated
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with their category from changing and, in some sadeect instances of change. Albert
and Whetten (1985: 265) first defined organizatiotentities as the “culture, philosophy,
market position, [and] membership” that are certtvaln organization’s character,

clearly distinguish it from similar organizatiores)d endure over time. Organizational
scholars have long acknowledged (albeit sometimaiseictly) that the meanings affixed

to categories influence the identities of the orgatons they encompass (and vice versa).
Early indications of this can be found in AlberdawWhetten’s seminal (1985) work but
recent works such as Navis and Glynn (2010) andaGind colleagues (2010) explicitly

advance this theorizing.

Categories are believed to constitute macro-lpliehomena that provide
“prototypes” (i.e., profiles of the attributes expsd to be common among category
members) to new organizations must partially canftw in order to be considered
legitimate entrants into a category (Whetten, 2@2&). Organizational identities — the
answers to “what we are” and “what we do” — fornogganizations adopt homogeneous
characteristics that signal membership with theigér category and heterogeneous
characteristics that distinguish their organizaitnom peers (Gioia et al., 2010).
Organizational identities are therefore not onlirdiged by an entity’s unique heritage
but also maintained by perpetuating the productstizes, and purposes that denote
their membership with a category of similar orgatizns (Hsu & Hannan, 2005; Rao,

Davis, & Ward, 2000).

Whetten (2006:225) illustrates the long-lastindui@nce of a category’s practices,
purpose and products on the identities of memiseiggesting that these dimensions

provide the cultural and material resource thaueado become the “cornerstone” of
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their organizational identities. Other organizatibresearch suggests that crises and/or
broader instances of environmental complexity ameettainty should strengthen an
organization’s defense of their organizational tdgnand thus the category-level
attributes that were present at their time of fongd(Hogg & Terry, 2000). In fact,
revisiting Whetten's (2006: 222) rejoinder to, whatbelieved to be, the increasingly
incorrect use of “organizational identity”; idend are activated and brought to the fore
when organizations face “fork-in-the-road” decisdhat present major disruptions to
their day-to-day functioning. Several empirical W®support this assertion and find that
the products, practices, and purposes that defoaegory at the time of an
organization’s founding become engrained in idesgtiand constitute powerful
mechanism to prevent later instances of categaapgé Rao et al. (2003) present one
such example, highlighting the continued adher@ifcelassical” French chefs to
sacrosanct cooking practices even after culinaigejinmes loosened to legitimize a wide-
array of new practices. Kahl and colleagues (2@1$1) demonstrate that the eras in
which organizations are established influence tigdeintity and their later perception of,

and reaction to, category-wide changes.

Overall, research that incorporates the identity @ategory constructs suggests
that an organization’s category influences thesttary of their collective identity in a
“difficult-to-change” fashion that becomes so degegigrained that it is analogous to a
person’s gender (Gioia et al., 2010). Because @gtons have an interest in
maintaining the institutionalized categorical diiries that comprise their identities,
extant theory suggests organizational identities pstentially important mechanism to

explain member attempts to maintain the stabilitgategorical dimensions in the face of
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discontinuous changes to industry-wide technolqgesgulations, and/or the socio-
cultural landscape. In categories with a limitednter of organizations (e.g., only two
organizations populate the satellite radio categNavis & Glynn, 2010)), members
often have an extraordinary ability to coordinaté/ar prevent changes to their
category’s products, practices, and purposes bedagh barriers to entry (e.g.,
technology costs, government regulations, etcvilpge their access to monetary and/or
social capital. Most categories, however, includimat of travel agents, are not
oligopolistic in nature and, as such, are seldompresed of organizations whose
identities can fully direct category-level procesde such cases, professional
associations are a second potential mechanisnptaiexmembers’ abilities to prevent

and/or direct instances of change to their catégonganing.

Professional Standar dization

In lieu of several large organizations dictatiagegory content, many categories
establish professional associations as more egahtenechanisms to define and maintain
their collective’s norms in response to instandggchnological, regulatory, and/or
socio-cultural change. These associations, oftegtiin conjunction with local, and/or
national, regulatory support, codify and formalilze practices, products, and/or purposes
that members are expected to adhere to and sulrebgoevent the membership of non-
compliant organizations. Although professional asg@mns are commonly seen as
mechanisms to regulate intra-category devianceg,¢he also potentially interpret
technological, regulatory, and/or socio-culturahiches and direct the responses of

category members.
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Greenwood, Suddaby, and Hinings (2002) highligktduccessful efforts of the
professional association of Canadian cost accotstaralter their members’ products,
practices, and purposes in response to broadelateguand socio-cultural changes from
1977 to 1997. In this context, the professionabaistion used presidential addresses,
annual reports, and other sources of public arenat discourse to effectively convince
members and external stakeholders that the catefagst accountants needed to
embrace innovative products, practices, and pugiosesponse to a new regulative and
socio-cultural environment. Although not examinedhe aforementioned study,
category-specific media (e.g., trade journals,eevpublications, etc.) also represent an
important source of discourse that professionad@asons use, and oftentimes control,
to maintain or change dimensions of their categonyéaning (e.qg., classical French
chefs relied upon the Michelin Guide to rate reistats regarding adherence to, and
execution of classic techniques (Rao et al., 2@08)the Saffronart catalog played an
important role clarifying the dimensions of the egeant Indian art category between

1995 and 2007 (Khaire & Wadhini, 2010).

In conclusion, external stakeholders and membetts furposefully influence the
products, practices, and purposes assigned to iaegemal categories. Although
technological, regulatory, and/or socio-culturadiehes often catalyze attempts by both
of these groups to maintain and/or change a catsgameaning, the organizational
literature suggest that disparate mechanisms atétoueach group’s ability to influence
the constructs. External stakeholders and/or ndvaris are often motivated by
environmental changes to co-opt the meanings assiggnextant categories or to

establish new categories that contain productstipes, and/or purposes that compete
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with those already enacted by a category of orgdioias. Alternatively, members
attempt to direct and/or limit changes to theiegaty by maintaining the products,
practices, and/or purposes that are internalizeldaim organizational identities or

through compliance with standards codified by pssienal associations. Taken together,
the organizational literature supports the view ttzdegories are not static and univocal
constructs but are instead dynamic and influengelaoth members and external
stakeholders. In the following section, | therefeltaborate on my decision to employ
process methodology and discourse analysis to @phanging rhetorical patterns
among both members and external stakeholders¢habtganied, and were responsible

for, the sweeping changes to the meaning of U.Sedv&ravel agents.

PROCESS RESEARCH AND APPROPRIATE METHODOL OGY

Thus far, the literature review implies a viewoofanizational categories as
intangible constructs, which scholars have litthpdito capture as permanent assets of an
organization or their encompassing environs. Indeexinbers and external stakeholders
are almost continually renegotiating the constiiliimensions of categories as they
regulate or reward deviations from established softfatch, 2005). Organizational
categories are therefore best conceptualized asrexin a constant state of ‘becoming’
(Tsoukas & Chia, 2002) rather than ever achieviniglied end states (barring the
complete extinction of category). As such, thearg this study’s data invite a
methodological approach guided by past organizatiattempts at process theorizing.

Langley (2007:271) describes this approach:
“Process thinking involve[s] consideration of homdavhy things —
people, organizations, strategies, environmentsange, act and evolve

over time (perhaps expressed best by Andrew Petti¢t992: 11) as
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catching ‘reality in flight’) or, adopting a moradical process ontology,
how such ‘things’ come to be constituted, reprodyeelapted and defined
through ongoing processes.”

In order to understand organizational categoties,study takes time seriously
and considers the changing events, relationshiysirdgerpretations that preceded and
paralleled the introduction of mechanisms that gedrand/or maintained dimensions of

a category (Langley, 1999).

Capturing these processes requires an approaehofiretrospective biases, that
incorporates not only the temporal ordering of @semd the actors involved but also
examines processes of sensegiving and sensemakingré often unconscious and
distributed among category members and externakistdders. This dissertation
therefore adopts a discourse analysis approaclechviais demonstrated value for
organizational research that seeks to capturestiiedime evolution of shared meanings
through textual analysis (Phillips & Ravasi, 19@&arniawska, 1997). Utilizing a
discourse approach, | systematically analyzed &xtsother forms of data with the
intent of uncovering patterns that demonstrateevantution of shared meanings
associated with larger contextual changes. Givermnteyest in understanding how the
meaning of travel agents changed in response tmtemet, | examined attempts to give
sense to, and make sense of, what it means to &#geatin the times preceding, during,
and following the commercialization of the Interaed the introduction of online
substitutes. The methods section presents a detlunt of the collection and analysis

of these data used to understand the changing ngeahthe travel agent category.
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CONCLUSION

Organizational scholars from a variety of reseamdas incorporate the construct
of categories and often do so in contradictory wagsa result, | focused this literature
review on a nascent stream of research that ettpliakes organizational categories as
the unit of analysis and a focal aspect of thealyses. In doing so, | reviewed the
contributions of other social science literatured the topical body of category research
in the organizational sciences. In addition, | jded a tripartite definition of
organizational categories as social constructs cisexb of agreements regarding
organizations’ products, practices, and purposeiss&juently, | explored insights from
the organizational literature concerning the abiht members and external stakeholders
to purposefully influence dimensions of an orgatiaeal category and antecedents to
their ability to do so. | highlighted mechanismishwexogenous (e.g., intra-category
cooptation and inter-category competition) and gedous (e.g., organizational
identities and professional associations) originat tan potentially change the clarity
and/or valence of extant organizational categotreslosing, | explained why a process
approach that utilizes discourse analysis is ap@tgfor advancing our understanding
concerning category-level phenomena. The follovaaction further details my

methodological approach.
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CHAPTER 111

METHODS

As explained in the previous chapter, categoeesasent constructs that are
acknowledged to significantly influence the behaviand performance of organizations.
Categories influence financiers’ (Zuckerman, 19@8hsumers’ (Rosa et al., 1999), and
other external stakeholders’ (Navis & Glynn, 20&fjpectations about the products,
practices, and purposes that members demonsinatedér to successfully compete,
organizations must respond appropriately to thessspres and publicize strategies
consistent with the expectations a wide-array eémal stakeholders (Zuckerman, 2000).
Although it is known that category members deirmaintain clarity around the
products, practices, and purposes that define todlective and to have these attributes
positively perceived (Kennedy et al., 2010) few kgoexplicate the processes and
mechanisms that underpin instances of categori@ige or maintenance (Negro et al.’s
(2011) paper is a very recent exception). Inc¢hpter, | outline the methods used to
investigate processes that accompany a destaluhzaitthe meaning assigned to an
organizational category and what ultimately prot@te a reversal in the valence
attributed to the category’s products, practicas, purposes by external stakeholders and
members. Specifically, | detail a methodologigap@ach that seeks to answer the
broader research question of how organizationagoaites are maintained or changed

when challenged by an assortment of gradual amiisuous environmental changes.

The remainder of this chapter is organized aswaloFirst, | provide an
overview of the research methods, which statesw@sisons concerning the construct of

organizational categories, the research desigodpturing how something that is “taken-
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for-granted” changes, and the empirical settinglusestudy this phenomenon. Next, |
describe the sources of archival and contemporatig used to explore this study’s
research question. Lastly, | detail this study’prapch to data analysis and address
limitations from this approach and the steps thatewaken to mitigate any potential

shortcomings.

RESEARCH METHODS

The methodological approach guiding this studyloest be characterized as
theory elaboratior{Gilbert, 2005; Lee, 1999; Lee, Mitchell, & Sablknsl999) given
that it is not completely devoid of influence frgrevious literature but seeks to extend
an underexplored topic. Miles and Huberman (1994 :stress that this middle ground,
between “pure” induction and deduction, allows tsearcher to “describe and analyze a
pattern of relationships” that may otherwise goatroed given the volume of data that
gualitative researchers confront. As such, thisaesh was guided by the past findings of
organizational theory but the category-specifieaesh question emerged from an

exploration of this study’s empirical context, Utiased travel agencies.

Given the limited amount empirical work on catagalrchange, and by extension
this research’s interest in building theory, | t@ogrounded approach to inductively
explore this dissertation’s data (Glasser & Strd@6,7). Ultimately, a single, embedded
case study design emerged from this grounded agiprednich looked at how the
changing narratives from multiple types of exterstakeholders (e.g., airlines, customers,
etc.) and travel agents were interpreted and alsgediinto a new category meaning.

This methodological approach was appropriate gilierdissertation’s concern with a
phenomenon that spans two levels of analysis: argon and category (Yin, 2003).
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Cohen and Crabtree’s (2006) protocol for grounaésearch guided the ensuing data

collection and the initial analysis:

1. Identification of a phenomenon of interest
The change or maintenance of travel agents’ categolight of
technological shifts and new forms of competition

2. ldentification of structural or process featunéshe phenomenon
The structure of the travel industry prior, durirapd after the
commercialization of the Internet and online trasigés

3. Decide which data will be collected to inforne gphenomenon
Interviews, archival data, and trade journals

4. Engage in theoretical sampling
Travel agents, administrators of the agents’ prsi@sal association, and
other external stakeholders
5. Develop emergent categories and theoreticabespions for the phenomenon
of interest
Use of insights gleaned from interviews and archileda to generate
theoretical explanations for the processes and meisims responsible for
changing the meaning of travel agents’ category
Before further detailing the nuances of the metthagical approach it is
necessary to identify the ontological assumptitas guided this research. As previously
stated, research on categories trace their thearéitieage to a broader organizational
literature on sensemaking (Berger & Luckman, 198@éjck, 1979, etc.). Consistent with
these earlier works, scholars attribute categorgmmgs to political negotiations (Zhao,
2005) and an evolution of a shared narrative (iPbillLawrence & Hardy, 2004)
amongst a dynamic population of members and inegtesxternal stakeholders. Negro
and colleagues (2010: 12) succinctly state thatrtieaning [of organizational categories

are not] created by a single authority... but by theeaudiences.” As such, extant

research on category identities relies on caseestahd rich qualitative data to capture
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these socially constructed phenomena (e.g., Ki&aiMadhwani, 2010; Navis & Glynn,

2010).

In addition to capturing the discourse from muéipudiences that ultimately
constitute a category’s meaning, scholars urgearekers to look beyond their focal
category in order to understand broader markebcetal changes that influence the
ability of members and external stakeholders tét,ar@aintain, or change category
meanings (Kahl et al., 2010; Negro et al., 2010)s Tesearch design therefore
reconstructs both the discourse that accompangkgr@rompasses a category’s discourse
and uses other sources of data to provide a hidbaxkdrop to this discourse. The
inclusion of rich contextual data is crucial foc@nplete explication of endogenous and

exogenous mechanism responsible for changes &tgocg-level.

As previously mentioned, extant work on categoisesomewhat conflicted
concerning the ability of individuals and groupgtaposefully change the meanings of
organizational categories. On one end of the cantmare works that find zero, or
limited, agency in regards to category emergenahange. For instance, Kahl et al.
(2010: 88) find that the transition of jazz mug$iom what was once a “lowbrow”
offering to what is now an accepted and celebresguhon of music, was somewhat of a
natural outgrowth of macro-cultural shifts in Angan arts and entertainment. On the
other end of this continuum are studies that sugbas members and external
stakeholders actively and knowingly influence catggneanings (Negro et al., 2011).
Although the discussion about purposive attemptsftoence meaning is relatively
nascent at the categorical-level of analysis (Negm., 2010), this research was
designed with the anticipation that scholars woline to recognize that bosiensegiving
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andsensemakingttempts by members and external stakeholders@stamt to capture

to fully understand category-level change (Gioialet2010; Ravasi & Schultz, 2006).

Consistent with the literature at the organizatmerel of analysis this research
design is guided by the belief that members’ artdreal stakeholders’ influence on an
organizational category is temporally dependenti®Nand Glynn’s (2010) recent
empirical findings illustrate this dynamic as memsbattempts at sensegiving during the
emergence of their category gave way to distribgetsemaking as supply-chain
partners, regulators, and gradually consumers biegawteract with the technology. This
dissertation’s context seems to represent an ertoarse where a rapid change in
technology and the competitive landscape resdbtigstanding arrangement of the
organizational field and allowed for a renewal oftbsensemaking and sensegiving
concerning the attributes of a previously “takendoanted” category (Bowker & Starr,
1999; Eisenhardt, 1989). The following section tyigighlights characteristics of the
travel agent category that uniquely positioneaitstudy. A more detailed description of

this setting can be found in Chapter IV.

EMPIRICAL SETTING

The setting for this dissertation is the categur{independently owned travel
agencies”, which emerged in United States in tHeckdtury but rose to prominence in
the early 288 century. American Express, the first travel ageindyie United States,
began their operations in 1850 and primarily detdepeople and freight to the rapidly
expanding western states (Milne & Backhausen, 2008 emergence of smaller and
independently owned agencies came later and c@&daidgth the aftermath of the
industrial revolution and a nascent middle-classketafor leisure travel. It was during
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the early 28 century that entrepreneurs, recognizing the needdordinators of leisure
travel, began to establish storefronts and indepetnalgencies in many U.S. cities
(Starchild, 2000). In 1930 themerican Society of Steamship Agettts first
professional association of agents, was foundedalhéxists as thédmerican Society of

Travel Agents.

The cessation of World War 1l had several implmas for agents. Among the
most influential were advances in airline techngltuat directly resulted from the war
efforts. These included newly pressurized cabmgyroved jet engines (leading to lower
operating costs and fares) and a surplus of piitsning from military service
(Winstead et al., 2002). These changes, combintdami unprecedented period of
economic growth and a rapidly expanding transportahfrastructure, resulted in

several decades of sustained growth for the tiadeistry and agents.

Although this dissertation’s period of interesedamot begin until the mid-1990s
it is necessary to highlight the events of Octdb#} 1978. It was on this day that the
Airline Deregulation Act (Pub.L. 95-504) was sigriatb law, dramatically changing the
nature of the leisure travel industry. Prior testact, interstate air travel was regulated by
the United States Government’s Civil Aeronauticaiglp which established fixed fares
for routes. Following deregulation, airlines begampeting aggressively on fares and
used travel agents as direct sales channels taemrs. The initial effect of deregulation
was positive for agents because of the lucrativerossions offered by airlines (e.qg.,
threshold incentive were commonly offered whereubleme of tickets sold by a travel

agent resulted in higher commissions earned pegt)icGradually, however, new
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technologies increasingly allowed airlines to cinuent agents and establish direct sales

channels to the consumer.

The Internet was not the first of these techn@sgirequent flier programs paired
with “1-800 numbers” persuaded many business teas¢b begin dealing directly with
the airlines prior to 1994. However, the adventhef Internet and the subsequent launch
of online travel websites created a mass exodasrmgumers booking domestic leisure
air travel, which had historically comprised thdkoof revenues (most interviewees
placed this at about 80 percent) for independenetragencies. My case study begins in
January 1994 (two years prior to the launch offitis¢ online travel website) and

continues to the present.

The selection of this empirical context is coreistwith scholars who
recommend the selection of cases that promise ttlearetical insights that limit the
irrelevant data confronted by researchers (Eisethhd®89). There are several reasons to
believe that the travel industry and the categdiy.8.-based travel agents between 1994
and 2010 represents an “extreme situation” in whiehprocesses and mechanisms
involved with categorical change will be “transpaig observable” (Pettigrew (1988)
cited by Eisenhardt (1989: 537)). These charattesisf the category will be detailed in
Chapter IV but in short include the category’s yantposure to online competition and
the rapid disintermediation of agents from the séldomestic airline tickets. In sum, the
exact processes or mechanism that accompaniecati@igory’s confrontation of the
Internet and online substitutes will not be fukpresentative of changes occurring
amongst multiple industries now grappling with dancircumstances. Rather, the goal
of selecting the population of travel agents as dhssertation’s context was to access
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rich data, to generate novel theory, and to buildearetical foundation that later
empiricists can attempt to fit to their unique @xis. The following section details the

richness of the data that enabled this dissertatiordings.

DATA SOURCES

In the spring of 2011, a conversation with a pgete catalyzed this dissertation’s
initial research question. Neither she, nor |, dquihpoint the continued functional
relevance of leisure travel agents in a post-lteena. Yet, these agents continue to exist
in abundance and, according to some statisticg feently experienced population
resurgencé.It was this puzzle that motivated an initial, drdad, research question of
“what did the Internet do to the profession of ag@hShortly thereafter, | conducted a
series of pilot interviews over the phone with ageall of whom suggested that the
Internet’s influence on this organizational catggeas something more than an
incremental modification of their working lives. fRar, these agents uniformly suggested
that the Internet’s influence was pervasive oragfiects of their category. One agent’s
reflection on the Internet was characteristic esthnresponses, “the Internet had a direct
influence on my life, it changed how we all functiand what we all do. Moreovet,

redefined what a travel agent’is

It was these initial interviews, which suggesteat the Internet had
fundamentally changed what it meant to be an afpabinarrowed this dissertation’s
theoretical perspective a focus on organizaticehiities, categories, or a combination

of the two. The Internet’s influence on U.S.-basadel agents represents an ideal case,

2 http://travel.nytimes.com/2012/04/22/travel/ar@v&l-agents-
back.html?emc=etal& r=0
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rich with archival data and living interviewees stoidy the sensemaking and sensegiving
associated with a category-level meaning changesponse to a new technology.
Consistent with the tenants of grounded theorysdhmlot interviews sparked a series of
successive iterations between organizational the@md data, as this dissertation’s
specific research question continued to emergebarrdfined. The multiple sources of
data resulting from these processes are consistdmMiles and Huberman’s (1994)
recommendation ahethodological triangulationThat is, each data source provided
independent measures to confirm or reject theetés influence on the category of

travel agents (see Table 1, below).

Table 1. Data sources incorporated into this dissertation

Type Data Quantity Time Period
Category Trade Journals
Travel Agent Magazine Articles ~5000 1994-2007

Semi-structured I nterviews

. : 2010-2011
Pilot Interweyvs Transcribed audio and 5
Agent Interviews meeting notes 22
ASTA President Interviews 3

Archival Data

Trade Publications Instructional texts 8 1983-2007
ASTA Research Reports Primary research 5 2010-2011
General Press Articles Newspaper articles 7097 1994-2011

Category Trade Journals

Given this dissertation’s inductive approach tdenstanding if, and how, the
Internet changed the meaning of an entire catefgomyultiple individuals it was crucial
to identify sources of data that captured the fater between agents and external

stakeholders. The use of trade journals represen¢stablished approach to capture the
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“content, rhetoric, and dialogue patterns” (Hoffm&999: 355) that leaders and
members of an organizational field use to negosagga-organizational constructs.
Trade journals, therefore, offer data that spealiffcconcerns category-level discourse
and highlight broader industry changes, which “tedéhese] discourses historically and
socially” (Hardy, 2001: 28). This dissertation esliheavily on trade journals to provide a
unique window into the real-time attempts at serseng and sensegiving that

accompanied the Internet’s emergence as a thrélad twategory of agents.

Pilot interviews suggested that one trade joutthaTravel Agent Magazine
(TAM), was particularly important for capturing inteategory discourse and later
interviews and archival research confirmed thepieence of its circulation. Although
theTAMwas founded almost a century ago, this dissertaticorporates only data from
the magazine from 1994 (two years prior to the gerce of the first online travel
website) to the present. These data include apmateiy 5,000 articles from tHeAM
that contained “category relevant” discourse duthmgdissertation’s period of interest.
The selection criteria used to cull these arti(lesm a total of 24,000 articles published
during this period) was purposefully extensive with goal being to err on the side of
including extraneous articles (that will not cobtrie data to this dissertation), rather than

omitting articles with relevant data (see Table&pw).

Semi-Structured Interviews

After conducting pilot interviews in the spring 2011, | began collecting
interviews from a variety of agents whose uniqueegiences informed coding that

would later be applied to theAM articles. Melissa Teates, the director of resefockhe
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American Society of Travel AgenASTA, was instrumental in recruiting these initial
interviewees. ThASTA the category’s only national professional assmriareached
out to their members through targeted solicitatimmshe organization’s “LinkedIn”

website.

Table 2: Selection criteria fol AM data

Criteriafor Inclusion

Mentions of the Internet’s influence on agenciesrag

Projections or reflections on categorical trendg.(eniche travel, adventure travel, etc.)
"We" statements

Category-wide opportunities and/or recommendations

Relationship statements (e.g., TWA and agents)

Industry wide activities that are explicitly forestad to impact agents

Mentions of the ASTA, the category’s primary praiesal association

Endorsement or coverage of agent’s/agencies’ gieste

Macro-trends in related categories of organizat{@ng., airline sales, rail, etc.)

Any mention of commissions and/or other forms oéficial compensation for agents

Criteriafor Omission

Destination articles

Economies/travel industries in specific places.(élgonaco saw X happening in recent travel trefds”
Profiles on individuals

Specific events (unless reoccurring or featurecbee of their relationship with agents)
Advertisements

“Agents should call...” statements or promotions

Later interviewees were identified via “snowbaléinspling, in which the initial
interviewees were asked to identify colleagues itiight be willing to participate.
Consistent with extant research (Glaser & Stra@67}), agents were purposefully
selected as interviewees based upon their alilispeak to the study’s phenomenon of
interest (i.e., they were employed in the catedpafpre and/or during the Internet’s
influence). Consequentially, a total of 25 intewsewere conducted over the phone or
Skype with agents who either: worked in the indubtfore the Internet and continue to

do so (23 agents), worked in the industry befoeeltiternet but no longer do so (2
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agents), and agents that ascended to administgaisigons in theASTAduring this

dissertation’s period of study (3 form&ETApresidents).

These interviews were guided by a template (sedgpendix), which drew
heavily on past approaches to understand sensegnakthsensegiving processes at the
organizational and category level of analysis (deled much of this template after the
instrument used by Gioia et al. (2010)). Prior@aoducting my first semi-structured
interview, | conducted additional phone calls watith of my pilot interviewees to
confirm the clarity of the interview template ame tcorrect use of industry/category
terminology. Following several revisions to the f@ate, | conducted interviews with
agents between August and November of 2011. Tiseviews lasted between 27 and
87 minutes, with later interviews often truncatetduse of the uniformity of previous
responses. Each interview followed a similar pattesith minor modifications made for
the three individuals that served as past-pressdefitheASTA | began by providing a
brief overview of the study’s topic of interestkitag great care to avoid influencing their
responses with any mention of “organizational idess’ or “categories” (these terms
were also not used in the subsequent questionypigal introduction proceeded as

follows (taken verbatim from an interview on Sepbem2@", 2011):

“What I'd like to talk about today is how the Intet influenced, not you
specifically (although this is part of the stortylt rather the profession of
travel agents and if/how you think the Internet blasnged what agents
see as the distinctive and defining characteristigoour profession.”

Following this brief introduction, agents were edko describe their history in
the category in regards to geographic locationesgyqf services offered, and changes in

their customer base over time. | then asked agesésies of questions concerning
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characteristics of their category before the Irgefe.g., how they felt other external
stakeholders viewed their category) and then fattise later half of the interview on
if/how the Internet (or other significant eventbpoged the meaning of their category.
These interviews resulted in approximately 17 hafirecorded audio and 242 single-

spaced pages of text.

Archival Data Sour ces

Several additional sources of print and electralaita were incorporated to
develop the historic narrative concerning the im¢s influence on travel agents. These
data were collected from the beginning of this gwidollection period (spring 2011)
until the completion of this dissertation (fall Z201They include trade publications
(primarily in the form of instructional texts), reqis published by thASTA and popular

press accounts detailing the Internet’s influentéetsure agents.

The trade publications that were collected, coeeto a digital format, and

included in Atlas.ti, a qualitative analysis softe/aincluded the following:

e Adams, R. & Adams, T. 200%tart your own: Specialty travel and tour business.
Canada: Entrepreneur Media Inc.

e Milne, R. & Backhausen, M. 2008pportunities in travel career€hicago:
McGraw-Hill.

e Mintzner, R. 2007Start your own travel business and more : cruiselsenture
travel, tours, senior travelrvine, CA: Entrepreneur Press.

e Monaghan, K. 2006dome-Based Travel Agefgranford, CT: Intrepid Traveler.

e 0Ogg, T. & Ogg, J. 200How to start a home based travel agen¢slley Center,
CA: Ogg & Associates.

e Starchild, A. 2000Start your own travel agencidew York/ Hong Kong: Books
for Business.

e Stevens, L. 1983uide to starting and operating a successful traaggncy.
Wheaton, lll. : Merton House Travel and Tourism aliers.

e Syratt, G. 1992Manual of travel agency practic@xford: Butterworth-
Heinemann, Ltd.
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Particular attention was paid to data that recalttte history of the travel agent category

and/or highlighted the skills and resources ne¢ddx an agent.

With the assistance of teSTAs research director, | also obtained several
research reports generated through questionnagetbdted to their “research family,”
which consists of 525 agents. This group is a mer&tive sample of all ASTA
members (approximately 24,000 in 2010) that pardie in ASTA research projects in
exchange for a waiver of their membership feess@hesearch reports include the

following:

Agency sales and revenue trends (First half 2011)

The Snapshot: Airline data, inbound/outbound teayiand more (2011)
ASTA agency profile (2011)

Why students do not choose travel as a career 2011

Technology and website usage (among agents) (2010)
Independent (home-based) agent report (2010)

Although all of these reports were published wittha last two years, most incorporate

data, and report on trends, from the early 200@i the present.

Lastly, following the guidance of recently pubkshworks on organizational
category (Navis & Glynn, 2010), | searched publara from three major U.S.
newspapers- thdew York Time&NYT), theWall Street JournalWSJ, and the
Washington Pog\WP)- for articles concerning the travel agent catggorer this studies
period of interest (1994-2010). These sources wtieal for capturing the changing
narratives of travel critics, industry analystsg ather “non-agent” stakeholders that
represent a critical voice for the social consiarcof category boundaries and the

valence of the category (Kennedy et al., 2010)e&rsh using the Lexis-Nexus and
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Factiva databases uncovered 7097 articles thattbeadrm “travel agent”, “travel
agency” or “travel agencies” anywhere in theietitlr text. These articles were analyzed
and the 1,495 articles that used one of the afanéoreed terms to refer to a traditional
leisure agency and/or an online agency were incated into this study’s analysis (the
articles most commonly excluded were those thdtided the text “contact your travel
agent for addition information” or those that Igtéravel agent” as a past profession in

an obituary).

Combined, these data provided both rich retrospeaind real-time accounts of
travel agents and other external stakeholdersegsatiempted to understand, maintain,
and/or change the meaning of the category in bfiseveral environmental changes.
These disparate sources ensured that relevant eatkged only if their importance was
confirmed across multiple data sources and coraibdrfrom data at multiple points in
time. The following section further details the @@l that guided my collection and

analysis of these data.

DATA ANALYSIS

Given the previously mentioned factors that méue dissertation’s data and
phenomena uniquely suited to a grounded theoryoappr(Glaser & Strauss, 1967) my
dissertation’s data analysis involved a constaetjptay between data and emerging
theory guided by constant comparative methodol@yNl) (Glaser, 1965). Although
heavily influenced by Cohen and Crabtree’s (2006)qzol for grounded research (e.g.,
identification of a phenomenon of interest, ideadfion of structural or process features
of the phenomenon, etc.) the incorporation of CGfdre a detailed set of prescriptions
that extend through the analysis of data (roughigne Cohen and Crabtree’s (2006)
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guidelines end). In accordance with the CCM apgrpaty data collection and analysis
were not as linear as the Cohen and Crabtree (202@k)e would suggest but instead
unfolded through iterations of articulating reséagaestions, deciding which data to
collect, identifying and coding potential theoraticonstructs, analyzing and culling
these constructs and collecting new data to bathpioent and challenge the existing
data and emerging hypotheses. As a result of thisegs, which can include several
iterations of comparison between ‘new’ and ‘oldtajahe initial research questions
changed to accommodate themes that emerged thnoughne following section
outlines the four comparative steps that this diaen employed and uses Boeije’s
(2002: 395) guidelines to highlight four attributefshis dissertation (“(1) the data or
material involved and the overall analysis actsti(2) the aim; (3) the questions asked,

and (4) the results that emerged, changed, anttedstom the process”).

Comparison Between Pilot Interviews

As previously discussed, pilot interviews wereadwceted in the spring of 2010
after a conversation with a professor first ideatifthe Internet’s influence on the
category of travel agents as a potential phenomehuonterest to organizational scientists.
The goals of these initial interviews were to idigrtheory and to formulate research
guestions that captured the essence of the inteda@ta. As such, interviewees’
responses were compared to one another in Atthsotigh open coding processes that
labeled each text fragment (i.e., portions oftthascribed audio that were clearly
communicating one coherent message) with potethiggretical categories. Paralleling
Boeije’s (2002: 397) guidelines the questions evqulaat this initial stage in the CCM

process included:
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What codes describe the themes discussed in atigytar interview?
What characteristics do fragments with the samesb@dve in common?
What is the core message of each interviewee?

Is the storyline consistent? Are there any expoessihat are
contradictory? How are all the fragments related?

In order to answer each of these questions | eegagmemo writing, in which |
summarized the key takeaways from each interview discussed the emerging patterns
in the data with academic colleagues. My initiapressions, resulting from these
interviews, and the ensuing provisional codes, [k@around the prevalence of
responses that detailed non-economic outcomesias=bavith the Internet and online
agencies. For instance, when asked an open-en@stiauabout the impact of the
Internet not a single agent referred to the infagetinat the Internet had on the
performance of their organization (e.g., revenogsyating expenses, etc.) rather each
focused on changing perceptions of their categotiie eyes of consumers (e.g.,
“because of the information at their fingertips somers think they understand our job
completely. | think that we have lost a bit of respfor how difficult our job can be”)
airlines (e.g., “I think the airlines now view us a pain, and we see them as not knowing
anything”) and agents themselves (e.g., “we usduktine absolute “know-it-all” when it
came to price, now someone can just go online @oklit up”). In the aftermath of
comparative analyses between these pilot intervigersitions between the data and the
literature resulted in provisional codes that pritgadealt with identity processes at the
organizational and category level of analysis. Adowly, my research question evolved

from the more generaWhat was the influence of Internet on travel agegi¢o the
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more specific How are the meanings attached to categories of mzgdions maintained

or changed when challenged by technological shifits new forms of competitieh

Comparison Between Semi-structured Interviews

Following the completion of pilot interviews arttetidentification of
organizational identities, technological changeéegaries and sensemaking as constructs
of potential relevance | constructed an interviastiument designed to elicit a
conceptualization of the phenomenon from persond@raed as travel agents during the
period of interest. In accordance with establisedocol (e.g., Glaser & Straus’s (1967)
suggestion that respondents be selected basedhgioability to speak to the
phenomenon of interest), the selection of intereieswas guided by emerging patterns
in the data, which suggested that travel agents steuggling to redefine their category’s
meaning in light of new technology. As previouslgmtioned, agents were purposefully
selected that had been employed in the categooy farthe emergence of online agencies.
The exact wording of the request for intervieweabst(ibuted to ASTA members and

through their “Linked-In" database) read:

“My name is Matt Metzger and | am a doctoral caatidat the University
of Oregon. | am currently working on a dissertatiloat explores the
influence of the Internet, and online travel sitgson the travel agent
profession. | am particularly interested in intewing agents that have
been in the profession since the early 1990s and Wénessed several
decades of changes within the industry. If thiscdbes you | would love
discuss your perspective on where the professisrbban, is, and is

going.”

The aim of this phase was to develop additiondesdhat had not emerged in the
pilot interviews and to begin to identify commorspenses to questions specifically

designed to understanding if, how and why the h@kechanged what it meant to be a
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travel agent. The interview instrument (see theekuix) was divided into roughly four
different types of questions around the dimensa@ngl) beliefs about the meaning of
the category prior to online competition, (2) thedd’s competitive dynamics prior to
online competition, (3) the meaning of the categtgr online competition and (4) the
field’s competitive dynamics after online compeititi Additional questions were
included to uncover events that travel agentsla¢dieved influenced their category and
to obtain their predications regarding the futuréhe category and their participation
within it. After interviews were conducted, tranbed and uploaded into Atlas.ti they
were coded and systematically compared to thosedimae before. Throughout this
process, new codes emerged, patterns between loec®ie evident, and those that did
not fit these emerging patterns were explained awaysed to revise an emerging
conceptual map of the data. Revisiting Boeije’02B98) protocol these interview data

were explored by asking the following questions:

Is interviewee A talking about the same phenomersoB?
What do both interviewees tell us about the phemum®@
What are the similarities and differences betwe¢erviews A, B, C ...?

What combinations of codes/concepts occur? Whatpretations exist
for this?

These interviews, and the associated comparatoaepses, generated a total of
170 codes, which were combined and reduced afieraldterations to an initial set of
57 theoretically relevant codes that spoke diretctlyeveral dimensions of the
dissertation’s phenomenon of interest (Table 3grssthese codes and their subsequent
refinement). These dimensions included: (1) obyeatiescriptions of changes in the
industry or larger institutional environment, (Z)eats’ interpretations of these changes
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and their projected/remembered impact on the cayeggud/or their organization, (3)
activities that agents felt constituted appropratgons for members of their category,
(4) changing professional relationships and powaiadhics within the organizational
field, and (5) the changing composition of agenties occupied different niches within

the industry during this dissertation’s period rterest.

The comparative processes between interviewsmigtpoovided a refined list of
codes and categories that spoke directly to thegnueresearch questions, they also
allowed the identification of more fine-grained fgonal periods in the study’s period of
interest beyond “pre” and “post” Internet. Congisteith past organizational studies
(Chiles, Meyer & Hench, 2004; Langley, 1999) theratves contained within these
interviews were used to construct a chronologicsdldy of important events and
potential phases of theoretical interest within¢hegory and its larger organizational
field. These phases, from the perspective of agemisided a post-deregulation period
of increased airline ticketing, a period definedtmeatened revenue streams as airlines
deployed successive reductions in commissions dreh\agents began to recognize the
threats of online substitutes, and a period oeretihment where agents virtually
abandoned airline sales and attempted to reddfeiedrganizational identities and the

meaning attached to their category.

Resulting from these comparative processes betiméenviews were an
emerging set of codes, categories and a beliethgtlissertation’s research question
could not be sufficiently answered without considgdiscontinuous eras within the data
that contain different processes of category agdrazational identity change (Langley,
1999).
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Table 3: The development of theoretical codes from intervitata

First Order Codes

Full Circle

On the Job Training

Paying for service vs. product
"So | sometimes, quite often take the
identity of my client”

(When): Major Change

(When): Ongoing Process
(When): Recurring Micro-level Incidents
(Who): Agents

(Who): Customers

(Who): Suppliers

September 11th Terrorist Attacks
Adaptive

Adversarial

Agent's Role

Agent's Value

Agent Consolidation

Airline Consolidation

Airlines

Airlines dominating time

Airlines dominating training

All Inclusive

Alternative Transportation

Anti-identities
ASTA

ATC appointments
Awareness
Barriers to entry
BIGGER Trips
Booking Agents
Breadth of offerings

Brick and Mortar

"Brick and mortars have all shut down and

consumers literally don't know that we
exist"

By Appointment

Bypassing

Care giving
Chaos
Close Storefront

Closures
Commissions
Complicated Trips
Constrictio
Consumer Perceptions
Convenience
Corporate and Leisure
Cost Reductions
Counseling
Creativity
Cruise
Customer Service

Customers did not have altéveat
Customers think they know ething
Cut commissions strengthening agents

Deregulation

Destination Promotion
Destination Specialist

Disrespect

Don't Know That Agents Exist

Anymore

Economy
Editor/Filterer
Education
Educator
Efficiency
Elite Group

Emulate Online Agents

False Information

Family business
Fees
Fighting Wrong Battle

Freelance Work
Fulfilling Dreams
| Eircle

Full to part time
Gatekeeper
GDS
Gender Biases
Geographic Reach
Good for Agents
Group Tours
If War
Heyday
Hobby
home-based
Host Agency
Hotels
Human Resources
Hybrodels
In Case Sdmmeg Goes Wrong

Incentives

Increase inrhle-based
Increasedif®ro

Increased Specialization
Information

Internet (con)

Internet (neutral)

Internet (pro)
Internet cannot do what ean do

Intrinsic Rewards

Knowledile Consumers

Knowledge Intizes
Lack of Guidance from Leaders

Lack of personal contact
Lack of Uniform g

Lay Offs
Lesmf@ssional”
Less Perks

esser Skill
Lilmerat
Lsoem
Love-Hate
Mutualism
NagiGalles
Negative Advertising
New Customers
New Talent
Niche
No Barriers to Entry
Non-A@arstomers
On the Job Training
Online Agency
Opportunity
Order Takers
Other Vendors
Overload
Part-time Agents

Partnership
Perks
$taral Skills
Personalized
Post4iné¢ Role
Power Shift
Preetnet Role
Predictions

Press directing customers to

book online

Reohix
Peidesoffered stability
Professionalism

PFration
Protect Consumers from Suppliers
Pseudo Agents

Real-time Feedback from Customers
Reduction of Revenue
Reduction of Staff
Reduction of Undesirestd®oers
Referrals
Repeat Customers
Resistance because of fantifiarith GDS Systems
Respect
Retirees
Returning Custrm
Revenue Decline
Revenue Streams
Sales Person
Scared ofriteznet
Service-oriented
Similar Internet lefloes
Sloughing off of corporagents
Speed of Process
State Regulations

Satviv
Systemic Change

Talent Shifting to Large Agencies
Technology (non-online)

Tool

Training

Travel Agent Magazine

Trust

Valuation of products
Value Added

Willingness to Pay
Work from Home
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Table 3 (continued)

Refined 2nd Order Codes 3rd Order Codes and Aqar egate

Full Circle Customers think they know everything w ) o
(When): Major Change Editor/Filterer of Information ) B_ehawors and Rules: Organizationg
(When): Recurring Micro-level Incidents Educatoofder of Information Behaviors and Rules: Category Field
(Who): Agents Efficiency B_ehawors and Rules: Organizational )

Field Category Clarity

(Who): Customers
(Who): Suppliers
September 11th Terrorist Attacks

Family Owned Business
Human Resources
Hybrid Models

Category Clarity

Category Valence

Commissions

Adaptive In Case Something Goes Wrong Category Valence

Adversarial Incentives Commissions Fees

Agency Closures/ Layoffs Internet (con) )

Agent's Perceptions of Category Value Internet i Identity Statement: Agents Gender

Agent‘s Role Internet (pro) Identity Statement: Stakeholders GQ

Agent's Value Internet cannot do what we can do

Airline Consolidation/Deregulation Niche Macro-Shifts: Socio-cultural Identity Statementt€ory

Airlines

Airlines changing agents behaviors and
routines

Anti-identities

ASTA

Booking Agents/Sales People

Partnership

Personal Skills

Personalized

Post-Internet Role
Pre Internet Role

Brick and Mortar Predictions Role: Booking Agent Macro-Shifts: Regulatory
Business Model Press Coverage Role: Editor Macro-Shifts: Technological
Bypassing Product Mix . . .
Close Storefront Professionalism Role: Educator Theme: Booking Agent
Commissions Pseudo Agents Role: Facilitator Theme: Editor
Complicated Trips Reduction of Undesired Customers . . .
Consumer Awareness/Category Fuzziness Repeat Carstom ART: Theme: Rescuer Theme: Educator
Consumer Perceptions/Category Valence Revenuerigecli ART: Who: Agents Theme: Facilitator
Counseling/Consultation Technology (non-Internet] .
9 Tool oy ( ) ART: Who: Airlines Theme: Rescuer
ART: Who: CRS Sellers Who: Agents
ART: Who: Customers Who: Airlines
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Macro-Shifts: Industry Shifts
Macro-Shifts: Regulatory

Macro-Shifts: Technological

ART:
ART:
ART:
ART:

Behaviors and Rules: Category

Who: Editors

Who: Other Suppliers
Who: Travel Writers
Who: Unknown

Identity Statement: Organizational

Field

Macro-Shifts: Demographic

Macro-Shifts: Industry

Who: CRS Sellers
Who: Customers
Who: Editors
Who: Other Suppliers
Who: Travel Writers
Who: Unknown




The validity of working hypotheses regarding thaamanisms that changed the category
in these different eras, however, remained tenasusresult of their reliance on
retrospective intra-category data (i.e., intergretes were informed almost solely on the
accounts supplied by agents tasked with remembesxiagts that often occurred several
decades prior). As such, the following CCM proosas employed to insure validity

across multiple sources and time.

Comparison Between Member and External Stakeholder Discourse

Triangulation, in its simplest form, is the incorption of multiple independent
data sources into qualitative analyses to insuakdhch agrees with a study’s hypotheses
(Miles & Huberman, 1994). There are multiple waygo about this process (e.g.,
mixing methods, including different researcherthm analyses, etc. (Denzin, 1978)),
however, given this dissertation’s interest in ustinding if and how interpretations of a
category’s meaning changed from different perspestwithin an organizational field,
different data sources were incorporated that cegtadditional stakeholders’ discourse
concerning the travel agent category throughostdigsertation’s period of interest.
Specifically, during this stage in the analysi®mpared the data obtained from agents’
retrospective accounts to real-time discourse fnanitiple external stakeholders
captured within the archives of the Travel Agentgstzine TAM). This trade journal
provides a historic record of attempts at categbsensemaking and categorical
sensegiving between travel agents and individgdsesenting an array of external
stakeholder groups (e.g., lawyers, consultantlsrp, customers, etc.). Articles from
this publication were digitized, merged into Attgsand compared and contrasted to the
emerging codes, categories and temporal partitions.
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In addition to validating the retrospective acdsysrovided by travel agents,
these real-time data were used to construct arrfghure of the interactions between
external stakeholders and members as they maidtamehanged patterns of discourse
within theTAM in response to environmental phenomena. In oaleapture these
changes within the discourse, the coding schentestharged from agents’ interviews
was applied to a random sampleléfM data (one issue randomly chosen from each of
the seventeen years of data using Microsoft Exé&R8IDBETWEEN function).

Changes were made to the initial codes to accomtaatiscourse from multiple
perspectives within the organization field andrtcorporate the newly hypothesized
temporal phases. Several iterations of comparitg fiam the agents’ interviews to data
emerging from th@ AM produced a revised set of 51 theoretically relecades that
spoke to an updated, albeit largely overlappingpphenomenological dimensions.
These dimensions included: (1) the authorshiptefgits to give sense to, or make sense
of, changes to the meaning of the category, (2)yibes of relevant changes to the
industry or larger institutional environment higjtlted within the attempts, (3) the
activities that authors promoted as appropriat®astfor agents, (4) the central, enduring
and distinctive elements that authors promotediaddmental to agencies’/agents’
identities and (5) the changing professional reteghips and power dynamics within the

organizational field (Table 3 summarizes this reéshecprocess).

Following the revision of the coding scheme tocmodate new patterns and
perspectives that arose from comparisons betwesse tthata sources, the codes were

applied to the entirety of thEAM data to explore changing relationships between the
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patterns in, and between, the aforementioned dilmesisGuided by CCM and Boeije’s

(2002) techniques this coding allowed the examamadif the following questions:

How do members and external stakeholders diff¢neir interpretation of
different identity- or category-relevant phenomepnon

Can these differences co-exist or are there coctiads that threaten the
organizations’ identities and/or category’s meafling

Are interpretations consistent within groups of nhens and external
stakeholders or do significant differences exist?

Do new types of external stakeholders enter inkd #iM discourse during
the course of this study? Do old external stakedrajgioups drop out?

This step supported the previous insight thatidia contained several eras, each
of which contained different mechanisms respondiiéncidences of incremental or
radical change in the category’s meaning that aftere not shared by all members of
the organizational field (i.e., changing meaningsevaccepted by some external
stakeholder groups but not others). The confirnmatittime’s importance to the
relationship between the codes and dimensionsdretsthe previous speculation that a
process approach was required to fully understaadiata. As such, a temporal
bracketing technique was employed to identify hattgyrns of sensemaking and
sensegiving were changing in ways that were diretttibutable to period-specific bouts
of technological, regulatory, and/or socio-cultudecontinuities (Langley, 1999). As a
result of the differences between, and within, aisse from different external
stakeholder groups the research question changetthe pastMow are the identities of
categories maintained or changed when challenget@dynological shifts and new
forms of competitionto a refined version that fully incorporates thégodial for
different external stakeholder groups and individia alter or maintain a category’s
meaning. The dissertation’s guiding research qoestherefore, becamé&dw do
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category members and external stakeholders resbap®intain the meaning of an
organizational category in conjunction with disconious and/or incremental

environmental changes?

Comparison Between Trade Jour nal Discour se and Popular Media

The final step in this study’s CCM approach inargted additional sources of
archival material (articles from the Wall Streetdwal (WSJ, the Washington Post\(P)
and the New York Times\(YT)) to further validate the insights obtained frdme TAM.

In addition, these sources of data represent thedest measure of external stakeholder
attention and legitimation in relation to the catggof travel agents. Following the past
analytical techniques of Navis and Glynn (2010)dbals of comparing discourse from
the TAM to that within the mainstream media were to batldate an emerging timeline
of events and to see if, and when, discursive giteno reshape or maintain the meaning
of the travel agent category took root among eslestakeholders that may have not
been represented within tA&M. It is, as will be explicated later, vital to takeo

account this industry-wide discourse since varextgrnal stakeholder groups may cease
to engage a category’s trade journal but persiattempts to manipulate the category’s
meaning via alternate media. In order to accomghgise goals the articles that were
published in the mainstream media were compar#ubse published concurrently in

TAM and the following questions were asked:

Were the key events highlighted the same in altcsuof discourse? If
not, which received different emphasis in the d&té4fat are the possible
reasons for this?

Is the meaning of the category consistent acrosspieusources of data?
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Is the discourse from different external stakehofffeups consistent
among the multiple sources of data?

This step largely supported the previously comséa timeline of relevant events
but showed that external stakeholder groups diffardoth their interpretation of these
events and representativeness in different sowfoeedia. Furthermore, the legitimacy
of the category was threatened, and its meanirgglglshifted, in the mainstream media

at different times than the discourse within T#V alone would suggest.

LIMITATIONSAND THREATSTO VALIDITY

Although the previous section provided severdiffaations for this
dissertation’s selection of a case study approadcantext, several aspects of the data
and methodology likely limit the applicability die findings to a larger population of
categories. First, the very attractiveness ofdbiting (i.e., travel agents as an “extreme
situation” (Eisenhardt, 1989) where an unprecedecdbange to technology reset
longstanding institutional arrangements and enatlesbservation of processes and
mechanisms that accompanied and/or influenced tdtes®ges) render the category of
travel agents a poor proxy for other categoriemponline substitution and/or other
similar phases of meaning ambiguity. As will becampgarent in Chapter IV, a series of
socio-cultural, technological, and regulatory cresmgere all necessary precursors to the
travel agents’ loss of categorical meaning. Thenchdhat this confluence of events

could, or will, be repeated with another categdrgrganizations is highly unlikely.

Additionally, because this dissertation incorpesadlata in the form of
retrospective accounts from ASTA contacts (mostledm were still employed as agents

at the time of their interview) the validity of ghdissertation’s findings are potentially
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subject to a survivor bias, in which travel agemt® successfully adapted to
environmental changes are overrepresented in thplesaThe aforementioned
triangulation of these interviews with real-timesacburse from th& AM, the popular
media and other archival sources was instrumemfalsuring the validity of these

retrospective accounts.

Lastly, in a related point, this dissertation usely discourse from a single trade
journal, theTAM. As previously mentioned, interviewees uniformmgicated that this
was their category’s preeminent publication. Ttrereains the possibility, however, that
editors of the magazine influenced the selectiotopics covered and the magazine is,
therefore, not representative of the issues fairangel agents and the ways in which
travel agents responded. Once again, | have atéehtptmitigate these concerns by
including multiple data sources. Although it doggpear that the 1997 acquisition of the
TAM by Questex Media Group LLC coincided with a markbdnge in types of articles
featured within th@ AM (i.e., the magazine now features more articleshigghlight
destinations and/or products and fewer article®tilto opinions and industry matters)
there’s no indication that this acquisition altetied relative content of the articles, which

is a crucial component of this dissertation’s resul
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CHAPTER IV

EMPIRICAL CONTEXT

The previous chapter briefly outlined this studyisthodology and highlighted
characteristics of the category of U.S.-based tragents that present a unique
opportunity for scholars wishing to understand wptead meaning change in response
to instances of radical and incremental environalesitange. The following section
provides a detailed account of socio-cultural, tetbgical, and/or regulative changes
that preceded, and sometimes accompanied, chamgangretations about the meaning
of travel agencies. In order to connect a histovierview to this dissertation’s guiding
research question, (i.dnpw do category members and external stakeholdstsape or
maintain the meaning of an organizational categargonjunction with discontinuous
and/or incremental environmental changgsthe following section connects key events
in the travel industry to an evolving set of dimens that defined the category’s

meaning.

CATEGORY DEFINITION

Before proceeding, however, it is necessary thiatstudies category of interest,
“independently owned full service agencies,” bartat and differentiated from other
types of travel agencies. Data from archival sagjrpemarily in the form of instructional
texts, identify three unique types of travel ageacthe full service agency, the inplant
agency and the subsidiary agency (Stevens, 1983png the three, the most obvious
distinction exists between this study’s categorintérest and inplant agencies, which

operate as functional-departments within largeanizations. Inplant agencies, therefore,
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provide products associated with the booking ofrimss-related travel and their purpose
and practices revolve around the insurance of ciaimge with their corporate parent’s

travel protocol.

Independent full service agencies are also categjbyridistinct from subsidiary
agencies, a designation that encompasses chaal &agencies owned by a few large, and
often multi-national, sellers of leisure travelti#dugh branch offices of American
Express Travel, Thomas Cook, and other “mega-agshoifer products that directly
compete with independently owned agencies, thates, purpose and product mix
are defined by a single multinational corporatiod &mit direct comparison with full
service “independent” agencies. Furthermore, dutimgdissertation’s period of interest
“independently owned full service” travel agencesounted for the overwhelming
majority of businesses within this industry (segufe 1, below).

Consequently, | do not explore the changing meanasgociated with the
categories of inplant or subsidiary agencies asttad focused solely on independent
full service agencies defined by the ASTA as “tfguefessionals” that sell “tours,
cruises, hotels, car rentals, etc.” from at least eetail location or a home offiées
previously mentioned, the United States Departroé@ommerce’s NAICS codes do not
differentiate between these different travel agategories (i.e., the code 561510
encompasses all establishments engaged in actageass in selling travel, tour, and
accommodation services to the general public antheercial clientsf.However, as this

study will demonstrate, the Internet, and otheriremmental changes over the last

3 http://www.asta.org/About/index.cfm?navitemNumtE02

* http://www.census.gov/econ/industry/def/d56151@.ht
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several decades, uniquely affected independensémlice agencies in ways that call
a finergrained approach to parsing categories than cug@rérnment designatiol
allow.

Figureesl: A breakdown of the makeup of travel agencies bapet annul sales
volum

% of Total Agencies by 2001 Revenues
0.€

u $2M or Less

u$2M - $5M

$5M - $50M

u Greater than $50

The following section, therefore, focuses on kegres that uniquely influence
the category of independent full service travelragéhenceforth referred to simply
travel agents or agents). This is not to say, hewehat these ents did not also chan
the meaning of inplant and subsidiary agenciegh®itiata suggest that mechanisms
change and the outcome of these events were, iy o@es, unique to the differe
agencies (e.g., one interviewee that worked as &oihpant and an independent ag
at different points in her career noted “the Inetnmeally didn’t change much for [inpla

agents], it's more-oless just another tool for doing what [they've] alyg done”). Tc

® Data obtained from Winstead et al.’s (2002) repothe United States Senate ¢
Presidehregarding the impact of the Internet on travedrages
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highlight the environmental changes that most arilted the meaning of the travel agent
category, the following section revisits the impmite of the Airline Deregulation Act of
1978 before constructing a timeline that summarizeskey events that occurred during
this study’s period of interest (1994-2010). Evarts only included in this timeline if
multiple data sources (e.g., thAM, interviews, the popular media, etc.) corroborate
their importance for understanding changes to ttammg of the categoryhe
aforementioned temporal bracketing technique hgaviluenced the identification of the
timeline’s three unique periods (the period of tagan is presented to establish the
category'’s historical context and | do not have-timae discourse from this time period),
which are demarcated by environmental changesthaificantly altered the social
structure of agents’ organizational field. As tims@ng temporal decomposition
demonstrates, events that change perceptions eafegpory’s products, purposes and
practices in one period (oftentimes not shared @meembers and external stakeholder
groups) alter the resources available for sensamgaad sensegiving in subsequent
periods. | foreshadow the causes and outcomes jof ictzanges to the meaning of the
travel agent’s organizational category in the feilng table (see Table 4) before detailing

these changes in the subsequent section.

69



Table 4: Discontinuous eras in travel agents’ history

Notable Regulatory, Technological or Socio-

Period Years Cultural Changes Category M eaning
Regulation 1938-1978 e Civil Aeronautics Act Relatively uncontestedirlines mount one attempt to
e ATC Founding reduce airline commissions (on transcontinental
e PostWar Advances in Jet Travel ﬂlghtS) in the early 1950s but withdraw in the daaf
e Post-War Economic Boom and Increased ~antitrust suit
Demand for International Leisure Travel
o CRS Systems Available to Agents
Deregulation 1978-1995 o Airline Deregulation Act Indirectly contestedNew agencies and an increased
e ARC Founding emphasis on booking airline travel changeternal
e Increased Consumer Demand for Leisure Stakeholders expectations regarding the role of an
Domestic Air Travel agent
e Agents Increasingly Use CRS/GDS Systems
to Book Air Travel
Commission 1995-2002 ¢ National Science Foundation Network Directly contestedOnline travel websites (assisted by
Reductions Decommissioned and Internet Beginsto  airlines and travel critics) appropriate the tetravel
Carry Commercial Traffic agency" to define themselves and contrast their
e First E-Tickets Issued category with the products, practices, and purposes
e Travelocity Launches that unify the extant category of travel agents
e September 11th Attacks
e Commission Reductions and Cessation
Reevaluation 2002-2010 None Identified Relatively undefinedAirlines cease the incentives

that rewarded travel agents for selling their paislu
and travel agents confront a lack of collective
meaning
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CATEGORY ORIGINSAND GOVERNMENT REGULATION

As | mentioned in the previous section regarding $itudy’s empirical settings,
independent travel agencies came into existenttesiynited States more than a century
ago, with American Express credited as first previof publicly available travel
services. Internationally, however, evidence sutggiast various providers of travel
preceded American Express for several millennidnéland Backhausen (2003: 88)
trace the origins of today’s travel agent to publeployees in ancient Rome who “sold
tickets for the use of chariots and roads and noadl@nitinerarium, the ancestor of the
modern traveler’s itinerary.” Adams and Adams (20@8ernatively, highlight medieval
entrepreneurs that organized pilgrimages for wgdttlropeans wishing to see the holy
lands or ancient wonders of the Middle East.

Although data sources disagree on the first saleigidire travel, Thomas Cook of
London England is uniformly credited with estabimghthe first full-time travel agency.
Cook, a Baptist missionary and printer, began aajag trips and conventions as a
means to advocate temperance, a cause he champhooeghout his life (Starchild,
2000). After more than a decade of organizing thegse, Cook gradually “realized that
people were more attracted by travel at low pribas temperance” (Mile &
Backhausen, 2003: 88). In 1851, a year after AraartExpress began offering travel
services to supplement express mail (their primavenue source), Cook opened
Thomas Cook and Son Travel, the first businesscdésti solely to selling leisure travel.

As previously mentioned, the population of U.S.duhgavel agents grew
gradually for almost a century before entering imtoeriod of unprecedented growth

following World War Il. Stevens (1983: 9) highlighthe category’s expansion noting,
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“In 1945, at the end of World War II, there were758TC-appointed travel agenci@&y
1950 the number was 1,949; and by 1960 3,939. &etid of 1973 the number of
agencies was 10,002.”

The types of products and services sold by thedg teavel agents were,
however, remarkably different from the types ofteby agents in the last three decades.
Adams and Adams (2003) highlight figures providgdhe United States Tour Operators
Association (USTOA) that show that in the late 19685 percent of American tourists
that traveled with a passport did so for the firse. Furthermore, 80 percent of these
American international travelers were destinedefrorted bus and/or train tours of
Western Europe. Several interviewees highlightedl®69 film, “If It's Tuesday, This
Must Be Belgium” as an accurate, albeit comedictrpgal of the “cattle-car” nature of
these trips that often included a dozen countriessimany days.

During this period, the day-to-day practices o¥&laagents involved establishing
relationships with their clients, matching clientish reputable tour operators, and
seeking recompense in the event of complicatiolthofigh agents handled travel
logistics to, and from, tour sites, data suggest tie regulations in place by the United
States’ Civil Aeronautics Board (CAB) limited thene required for these tasks. Agents
that booked airfare during the CAB’s existence gated a nationalized, and fairly static,
system of domestic and international routes, feadgisted twice per year based upon the
price of fuel) and commission structure (changeg once during the CAB’s forty year

existence). Interviewees that worked as agentsiduhiis period suggest that after

® The ATC, or Air Traffic Conference, was a compadnefithe United States
Government’s Civil Aeronautics Board (est. 193&tthccredited travel agencies and
regulated their ticketing transactions until theye&980s.
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establishing their clients’ travel locations andedathere were relatively few options in
regards to air travel. In general, the bookingidaee was considered little more than an
afterthought of an agent’s standard practices. esagent recalled:
“We spent our time planning for people going to &he to take extended
vacations and our job was to put together theljiteces. It was the
relationships that we had with travel vendors #ilmwed us to put
together vacation packages that were ultimatelyetbimg more than
individual travelers could do themselves...In thoags] there were just

three airfares. There was coach, first class anekaursion fare, which
was basically just a round-trip fare out of the eanity.”

In sum, categories of leisure travel agents origihan the United Kingdom in
1851 and shortly thereafter in the United Stafdihiough this dissertation’s primary
source of data, thEAM, does not directly capture discourse within tlaitegory’s early
years (1851-1978) it is, nevertheless, essentiahtierstand the social milieu that both
shaped agents’ (many the people | interviewed \&eteally employed as agents during
the later part of this period) interpretationsaikel events and established the
relationships between agents and their externkébtdders. Although airlines did, in
fact, once try to petition the CAB to cap the commsions paid to travel agents at $4 on
transcontinental flights, this coordinated effoesv‘hurriedly abandoned when the
ASTA threatened to file an antitrust suit agaihgt airlines” (Stevens, 1983: 12).

In general then, agents during this period hadrggrecedented amount of control
in shaping and maintaining the products, practiaed, purposes of their organizational
category throughout this period of relative stailAirlines, who would be the most
influential external stakeholder in altering latiee later dimensions of agents’ category,
were too small, disorganized, and beholden to tddgrndelines to curtail the
commissions paid to agents and/or substantivelpgdather aspects of their supply-

chain relationships. The demands of customersgtheuolving, were fairly
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homogenous since few Americans had traveled intiermedly and most relied upon
agents as one of their few sources for informatimmcerning, and the purchase of,
international travel. An event loomed on the hanizaowever, that would radically
change agents’ practices, their product mix, aedotirpose that defined “what a travel
agent is.” That singular event was a regulatoryngean the form of the Airline

Deregulation Act of 1978 (Pub.L. 95-504).
PERIOD 1. DEREGULATION AND COMMISSION REDUCTIONS

In January 1978 Senator Edward Kennedy (D-Mastiated a hearing in the
Senate regarding the United States Governmentsnced regulation of air travel.
Supreme Court Justice Stephen Breyer, who atitiewiorked as an aide to Kennedy,
recalls the various stakeholder groups that ustnelgt opposing interests but, in this

case, allied behind free market policies:

“The hearings brought together a Democratic seratdra Republican
President in Gerald Ford. They created alliancesmgnconsumer groups,
pro-competition business groups, economists, agaatory
reformers...Pressure from these broad alliances ealiynbrought change
to the airline industry. President Jimmy Cartetktap the theme and
appointed as chairman of the Civil Aeronautics BaaCornell
economist, Alfred E. Kahn, [who] began to dismaifdle and route
controls and [supported] deregulatory legislatwhich, with the support
of Kennedy and Senators Orin Hatch (R-Utah) andnstFhurmond (R-
S.C.) became law [by the end of] 1978.”

As a result of Kahn's internal dismantling of t6AB and the newly enacted
legislation, airlines began altering their routeistures, fees and the commissions offered

to agents. In the decades that followed, agentsessted the practice of booking airline

" airline-deregulation-revisitedbusinessweek-busifresns-stock-market-and-financial-
advice
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tickets transform from a routine and relativelytistafterthought of leisure travel
coordination to a “chaotic” (a word almost increggy used by interviewees to describe
the aftermath of deregulation), dynamic and extigruerative facet of their profession.

One interviewee who began working as an agent reeduhis transition:

“I began working as an agent right on the cuspevédulation, the
industry at the time was still regulated, but detagon had been signed
and was going into law within a few months. Soorked in an industry
that was regulated but became deregulated [aboor Sieven months]
after | started working... What ended up happenirtpas you had to be
extremely nimble. The feeling at the time was “Okafat we did last
week we can’t do anymore.” We had to be able tamghan a dime, to
stay aware of what was changing and to do ourtirngelifferently.”

Stevens (1983: 40) highlights the rapid revisiomidine routes in the aftermath of

deregulation:
“USAir expanded its route system from that of aaagl carrier
concentrated in the northeast to include FloridhArnzona. United
expanded into Texas and Arizona. Texas Internatstneiched its route
map into New England. Eastern began transcontihsetaices between
New York and California. Braniff was very aggressia expanding its
routes and suffered from overexpansion, poor managedecisions and a

sagging economy. It went into bankruptcy in May82:59the first major
U.S. carrier to fail after deregulation began.”

Braniff would be the first of many airlines thatléal in an unregulated market
where successes depended on the ability to coreffetdively on price. Although the
immediate effect of deregulation was to triple tluenber of passenger airlines, by the
early nineties “132 U.S. carriers had disappearaa the skies either through
consolidation or insolvencyTAM 07/31/2000: Survival of the Fittest).

Airlines, newly enabled to compete directly on emjtbegan to aggressively court
agents to maintain and/or acquire sales volumaitfirincreases in commissions (almost

all airlines increased their commissions from fiogen percent following deregulation),
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overrides (higher commissions granted to any agsrtbiat achieved a predetermined
sales volume) and/or contracts that uniquely sgetiates, commissions and payments
to agencies (primarily large volume and/or subsiydegencies). Interviewees routinely
referred to the early 1980s, in reference to tker-afffects of deregulation, as their
“heyday” and noted the potential profits to be mbhygeavvy agents that altered their
products accordingly:

“With the deregulation of the airlines we faced titutles of fares, rules

and regulations. All of this was incredibly confugito the consumer. So,

the travel agents ended up becoming the persortiigd up interpreting

all of those rules and regulations to the travél@at information
[became] our stock and trade.”

In addition to enjoying increased revenues, ageriteessed a relaxing, and
gradual abolishment, of the accreditation processseen by the ATC. One interviewee
noted that, following 1978, agencies began to appe®n “every corner” and that
“anyone that was honest, had money in the banlgahd bond would be approved by
the ATC to be an agent.” Archival data support ¢hessertions, showing that between
1978 and 1981 the number of ATC accredited agenmtit® United States rose from
14,804 to 19,203, an increase of 30 percent oveetyears. Even more staggering,
during this same period, the total revenues reddiethese agencies increased from
$19.4 billion to $31 billion, an increase of 60 amt over three years (Stevens, 1983).

These unprecedented short-term earnings did naever, come without long-term
consequences for travel agents. As agents becameagingly reliant on airline tickets

for their organization’s revenues (interviews dfeM data suggest that the average

8 During this same period the United States averag288 percent GDP growth,
Historically from 1947 until 2012 the GDP GrowthtRaveraged 3.25 percent
(http://www.tradingeconomics.com/united-states/gdmwth)
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agency generated 80 percent of their revenue fhensale of airlines tickets by 1995) a
consolidating populations of airlines (and thefiliated organizations) began to exert
additional controls over the agent’s ticketing pices. For instance, many of the larger
carriers began to implement computerized bookirsgesys that allowed travel agents
immediate information concerning, and the abilgydirectly purchase, tickets from the
system’s parent airline. Agents that wished to biipls for their clients were required, in
most cases, to both learn how to operate a sdremtinually changing computer
reservation systems (CRS) and/or Global Distribuggstems (GDS) (a GDS allowed
agents access to multiple CRS networks) and tdhpsecaccess to these services, with
prices for five year contracts (the norm) costipgvards of thirty thousand dollars.
Agents that chose not to subscribe to CRS or GRB&B)s were relegated to

checking inventories and purchasing tickets usargers phone reservation systems,
which several interviewees noted declined in resp@mess and professionalism as
airline’s attempted to funnel more agents towahés tCRS and GDS systems. One
interviewee recalled the increasing influence thdines exerted over agent’s practices
in the early 1980s:

“At that time, everything was done on GDS systentsch were the

airline-owned reservation systems. Saber was btiedig ones and |

think American Airlines had another one. We Imadchoicebut to use

these to book tickets and they were not easy to Tikey were very

complicated and the required a lot of training. héel some people who

were trained on certain systems and they wererileames that knew
how to make reservations on those systems.”

In addition to navigating an increasingly complezahetwork of GDS and CRS systems,
agents also needed to change their practices tplgamith standards enacted by the

newly formed Airline Reporting Corporation (the ARChe ARC, founded in 1984,
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remains a private airline-owned corporation orgadiin response to the
decommissioning of the former government-controAdC system. In a deregulated
industry, airlines achieved near autonomy to setguures related to the distribution,
reporting and remittance of airline tickets. Oneiviewee recounted becoming

increasingly disenfranchised with the ARC system:

“The ARC became a clearinghouse for the airlinEisey’ve designed a
system that allows us to issue airline tickets tad facilitates the flow of
money between us and them. After we book tickbtsairlines essentially
have two years to fine you for anything they thyki've done wrong,
whether it's calculations, not following their rgleor whatever.”

Fines continue to be only one potential penalty the ARC can levy on agents that fail
to comply with their practices. Travel agents thiagiage in extreme or repeat infractions
risk a revocation of their ARC license and, effeely, lose the ability to directly issue air

travel.

In addition to the increasing complexity of, anfluence of airlines over,
ticketing in a post-regulated industry, agents daaeother challenge in the form of
“ticket-mills.” Individuals, lured by the promisd high commissions and familiarization
(FAM) trips (deeply discounted travel products offit solely to travel agents) began
flooding the category with the aid of extra-catggorganizations that provided mail-
ordered instructions for establishing an “agendry.fesponse to these “fake” agents, the
International Airlines Travel Agent Network (IATAN& non-profit organization
managed by a cross-section of the travel indudrged in 1986 and began extending
membership only to qualifying travel agent®\M 01/03/1994: Passports to Profits).
Although many airlines and travel service provideskintarily restricted FAM trips to

only IATAN agents, most were reluctant to do sthatrisk of reducing their sales
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volumes. A federal antitrust lawsuit, brought agathe IATAN organization in 1994
and later dismissed, provides evidence of the ntagiof this problem. In court
documents, the plaintiff contends that only thpgrcent of the total population of
individuals calling themselves “travel agents” wibble able to meet the relatively low
IATAN standards, which state that legitimate traagénts should produce no less than
$4000 in annual sales and work at least 20 howsek TAM 03/21/1994: IATAN

Eases Card Restrictions).

In addition to, and as a partial result of, thgutatory and technological changes
during this time period, consumers began to inénghsrely upon agents to book
domestic air travel, which was decidedly cheaper deregulated environment.
Interviewees reflected on a pre-deregulatory erannpper-middle class business
travelers primarily drove domestic air sales. Iruanegulated environment, the
relationship that Americans had with airline traglehnged dramatically as ticket prices
dropped and a cross-section of consumers saw dicragtine travel as an affordable

alternative for leisure travel.

To summarize, the decade following deregulatios,vea the whole, likely the
most profitable period for the category of indepamdull service travel agencies. As
airlines grappled for market share in an unregdlatevironment they increasingly relied
upon agents as, as TWA's former Vice Presidentdydbeir “outside sales forceTAM
01/03/1994: On the Upbeat). Accompanying the irsedarofitability of airline tickets
were new reservations systems (i.e., CRS and GB{8rag) and reporting standards
enacted by the airlines. Agents also faced incngea$ireats to the credibility of their

profession from within their category as “fake” aggeemerged to take advantage of
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FAMs and other lucrative incentives offered by digyp. Accompanying these trends
were shifting consumer travel preferences, andlgabincrease in volume, concerning

travel by American consumers.

Overall, these data suggest that, because obtnbioed influence of the
aforementioned environmental changes, a varietgashibers and external stakeholders
no longer viewed agents as architects of an emtixel experience but began to
myopically view travel agents simply as facilitetaf the purchase of airline tickets. In
his instructional guide to being a travel agenv8iés (1983: 6) advice exemplifies this
shift. His section titled “What Is the FunctionDfavel Agents?” answers this question
by noting that “without travel agents it would begtically impossible for the traveler or
tourist to shop for the most convenient flightshest best prices.” An interviewee summed
up the shifting products, practices, and purpdsasagents were expected to adopt over

the course of this period as follows:

“Before 1995, before electronic tickets and befmyemissions were
capped and then cut we had the keys to a mystecamike that people
couldn’t quite understand. If you lived in Baltineoand walked into my
office at twenty minutes to four in the afternoarddold me that you
needed a flight that evening on British Airwayd.ttndon you expected
that | would be able to find you a ticket and geti yo the Baltimore
airport in time, even though British Airways didinave an office in
Baltimore.”

Agents that existed long before deregulation nthatlbecause of the financial gains to
be made by booking airfare they too slowly adoptew practices and changed their
product mix to align with the shifting demands loéit suppliers and customers. One

interviewee disdainfully recalled:
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“As airline traffic became a huge part of our besis the collaboration
[between agents and the consumers] started tcafadieve spent about
ninety percent of our time doing airfares. It waslonger just three
airfares [(first class, business and coach)], & waillion fares with all
sorts of new competition. Nobody knew what was gan and we spent a
huge amount of our time dealing with airfares... imhised to be just a
side issue and straightforward. It got to the pwihere [when someone
came in to discuss a large vacation] | startethittkt“Oh my god, this
family want to go to Ireland. | don’t have timettonk about this!”

Agents would soon discover, however, that theitustas unavoidable middlemen, and

the revenues that accompanied this role, would beahings of the past.
PERIOD 2: COMMISSION REDUCTIONSAND COMMISSION ELIMINATIONS

“Airlines will lose as their costs soar out of sigh
Clients will lose as they keep dialing through tight

We could handle a bullet but this warhead is taptbibite
Will the last agency out please turn out the lights

(TAM 2/20/1995: Wake-Up Call)

“I'm not a doomsday person, but I'd have to s&yhieak... on the other
hand, most of us didn’t get into the business taildae ticket takers, we
got into this to be vacation specialists. So magkeeway it's good that
this has forced us to go back to doing what we.love

(TAM 11/22/1999: Survival Tactics)

The following section discusses a number of tetdgical, socio-cultural and
regulatory changes that affected the meaning antineeed profitability of the travel
agent category between the years of 1994 and 20®8ingle change, however,
influenced the category’s meaning and continuetilig more than a series of
commission cuts implemented by the airlines oveeight-year period.On February
10", 1995 Delta became the first airline to cap agentmissions at $50 for round-trip

domestic flights and $25 for one-way trips. Withimveek, American, Northwest, United,

® The terrorist attacks of Septembel"ZD01 will be discussed but data suggest that this
event had a fairly homogenous impact on the etréneel industry.
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USAIr, Continental, and TWA implemented identicalipies. Most industry
stakeholders expressed a sense of inevitabilitgeming the airlines’ decisions. James
Camissa, a Miami-based travel industry analysice®this sentiment inBAM article

published shortly after the airlines’ announcements

“l was surprised that other airlines didn’t leavelta stewing in its own
juices for a while but the ‘win’ for all of them wao great- it's been
demonstrated that they’ll save about 500 milligrear- that they decided
to do it in one fell swoop. In spite of all the etoa out there, they
understood that they had to reduce distributionscdhey had already
dealt with labor costs and the next biggest expamsedistribution- about
22 cents on every dollar they earn. In that confgxdple knew it was
coming.” (TAM 02/20/1995: Airlines Quickly Match Delta Pay Cap)

Agents, however, were collectively outraged byadhts, which threatened to
curtail what had become, as one interviewee de=tyrithe “bread and butter” of their
category. Agents’ initial responses included a falramtitrust lawsuit filed by the
American Society of Travel Agents against the masidour largest carriers (settled out
of court for $86 million in 1996) but were primarilestricted to symbolic and/or
rhetorical forms of protest. AAM article detailed the emotional responses of several

agents:

“Sue Nelson, president of All-Around Travel in KasCity, Kan., held a
symbolic airline ticket burning in her agency'skpag lot. Another agent
on a travel bulletin board on America Online owgtirelaborate "guerrilla”
ticketing strategies for getting 10 percent paywNersey agents got a
permit for a week of picketing in front of the Deeltounter at Newark
Airport.... Indeed, this week many agents lookedrihas as the enemy.
At grass roots meetings around the country, ingpauring of faxes and
letters to Travel Agent, and on travel agent dismrsboards on the on-
line services, retailers talked about ways to sajivhat some see now
as their "former" partners in travel. The infornaglent grapevine was full
of ideas, including flooding the airlines' 800 nuerd) making phantom
reservations and turning in ARC reports latd AM 02/20/1995: Wake-
Up Call)
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In a survey, administered by th&M, respondents described their immediate
reactions to the news of the cuts as “deep-seatgl r*shock”, “nausea” and “fear”.
Many agents summarized their current feelings atimutirlines as “a thirst for revenge”
with one agent noting “I want to get back at thoagiers that decided to cut my pay- |

want blood!” TAM 11/17/1997: Grappling with the Caps).

This outrage, though never fully abated, woulimately have little financial
impact on the seven airlines that first implementexicuts. Agents, because of the
airlines’ “fell swoop”, found it difficult to “bookaround” carriers that cut commissions
while continuing to act in the best interests @itltustomers. Sheila Hyman, an agent
and past president of ASTA’s Northern Californiaa@ter, highlights agents’ inability to
punitively bypass airlines, suggesting “agents #ilze to book Delta, for instance, if
their clients are going to Atlanta or Tennesseeré&lis often no real choice. TAM
5/22/1995: Does TWA De-cap Deal Violate Antitrustws?). Furthermore, despite their
collective ire, agents remained locked into longrt€ RS and GDS contracts with the
major airlines, with an estimated 90-95 percerdlb&gents reliant on these airline-
owned reservation technologiésAM 8/5/1996: Agents Say, “Why Buy?”). Almost
three years after the first commission cuts an AZp&ncy Automation Report, which
surveyed 577 ASTA agents, reported that 85 pemeagents remained tied to a five-

year contract with at least one major airline. Téyort concluded:

“Many in the industry (including ASTA), are voicintbeir dissatisfaction,
claiming that five-year contracts are too inflegiloh an age of rapid
industry change. In its report, ASTA argues that aeditional changes in
commission structures, segment booking rules oswmer travel habits
have the potential to seriously threaten agencitability that is now

83



bound by long-term CRS contractsTAM 8/31/1998: The Future of
Contracts)

Despite their protests, agents faced several nooireds of commission reductions.
In 1997, the major airlines went beyond caps addaed the percentage of commissions
to 8 percent on domestic and, for the first tiégrinational flights. By 1998,
speculations concerning the eventual cessationrofissions were rampant among
agents. In &AM article, titled “Countdown to Zero?” (8/3/1998),riaus agents were
asked the questions: “What if there were no comons® What would agents do?”
Responses painted a uniformly bleak picture forotganizational category in the event
of further commission cuts. ASTA President, Mikergtli, channels this gloom and
speculates “the entire landscape of agencies warildt like a tornado by a commission-
less environment... large agencies would have the res®rves to weather the crises...
but small agencies would not have the reservesuprid 10,000 of them would fold.”
Various industry stakeholders were asked inTtA# article if, and when, a zero-
commission scenario might occur with their answargjing from the optimistic “not in
the foreseeable future” to the shortest estimatalmfut 10 years.” In reality, at 2 p.m. on
Thursday, March 12 2002 Delta issued a press release saying ttiettiet
immediately, it would no longer be offering basentwissions to agents that booked air
travel. In a pattern that mirrored the airlinestideons to reduce commissions from 10 to

8 percent in 1995, the other major carriers matdhelth’'s move within days.

Other substantive changes during this period,damttly related to commission
cuts, were advancements in technologies that atl@airéines direct electronic access to
consumers, effectively bypassing the need for agéetmediaries in most cases. Initially,

agents almost uniformly discounted the potentigdant of the Internet with one noting
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“if 800 numbers didn't kill us, the Internet certbi won't” (TAM 4/10/1995: First to the
‘Net) and others pointing to the lack of informatisecurity as the technology’s fatal flaw.
During the same time, however, the popular medie weereasingly predicting the
Internet’s potential impact on travel agents’ raves Articles from the popular press in
the mid-1990s warned travel agents to “look 8lis the new technology rendered them
“threatened intermediarie’s’facing population-wide “elimination*? In 1995, an
Economist article succinctly titled “Death of a &han” predicted, “if travel agents fail
to embrace new technology, the boat (booked on-tineld leave without themt* It
became increasingly clear that airlines saw thermi@l for the Internet to reduce “costs”
from their distribution systems. Although Web-babedkings accounted for only 1 to 2
percent of bookings in 199TAM 03/10/1997: Web Warnings), every major airline
developed, and actively promoted, their own onsiteeefronts with predictions that these

sales channels would account for 10 percent of tegenue by the new millennium.

Combined with the aforementioned commission raduost these “consumer only”
websites launched by the airlines (United Airlimess the first to offer online booking
service in 1995) and “online travel agencies,” imhicere in some cases partially owned

by the airlines (e.g., Travelocity, the first magaline travel agency launched in 1996

19 asky, M. S., McLaughlin, L., & al, e. (1996). Lbout, travel agents--here comes
Travelocity.PC World 14(7), 84. Retrieved from EBS®Ost

1 Lewis, I., & Talalayevsky, A. (1997). Travel AgenfThreatened Intermediaries?.
Transportation Journal36(3), 26-30. Retrieved from EBSGGOst

12 Javier, C. A. (2000). Travel agents face elimimatBusinessWorldd/15/2000, p33.
Retrieved fromLexisNexus.

13 Unknown author. (1995). Death of a SalesnTdre Economis®©/23/1995. P54-55.
Retrieved from EBSChost
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and was affiliated with American Airlines), led ageto acknowledge that their
relationship with the airlines may have moved belyepair. Mike Spinelli, a travel
agent and past President of the ASTA, opened lyisdte address at the 1997 World

Travel Congress with the following remarks:

“The key problem before us is the strained relaiopm between airlines
and travel agents, which has dipped to its lowesttpn history. When |
took office, | felt that the end of the [commissicap] lawsuits would
mark the beginning of improved relationships witik tirlines, but the fact
is, it didn’t work out that way... the Iron Curtainapnhave come down
but the Cold War didn’'t end.”TAM 09/15/1997: Spinelli Hardens ASTA
Stance)

Within two weeks of Spinelli’'s address, the airBrenacted the aforementioned 10 to 8

percent commission reduction on the sale of domesid international airfares.

Although the commercialization of the Internet wabultimately influence (and
continues to influence) an untold number of indastrit disproportionately altered the
travel agency category for several reasons. Findine travel was one of the earliest
products available to consumers online. In 1996lesdBay was known as
Auctionhouse.com, Amazon only sold books, and Faalklvas almost a decade from
existence, consumers could already research awctigae airline travel on
Travelocity.com. Second, the volume of online tiayrew incredibly fast and, to date,
remains the largest category of online sales. Betwl997 and 1998, the percentage of
travel companies (e.g., airlines, automobile rentabtels, etc.) equipped to receive
online reservations grew from thirty-seven to sey<ive percent (Harrell Associates,
2002). This increase in the online supply of ttayads and services corresponded with
rapid changes in the purchasing behaviors of coessimn 1997, only one percent of

US travel arrangements were made using the InteBy2000, these transactions
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accounted for eleven percent of the total markpgraentage that translates into over
twenty billion dollars in sales (Lang, 2000). Aysts now project (see Table 5, below)
that during 2011 online travel transactions witbtdetween one hundred and one
hundred and twenty eight billion dollars in salesidlg 2011, a number that represents

between forty and sixty percent of the total USetanarket (Mintel, 2009).

Table5: Mintel’s (2009) estimation of online travel growth

2007 2008 2009 2010 2011
US$bn US$bn US$bn US$bn US$bn

usS:

Forrester Research 104 111 117 120 128
PhoCusWright 94 96 93 95 100
eMarketer 94 95 92 95 102

Third, and finally, airline tickets are, and coniteé to be, products ideally suited
for online sales and distribution. Bloch and Se@@87) highlight the low-level of asset
specificity with air tickets (i.e., after deregutat consumers have an abundance of
alternatives to travel between most cities), whiedder them commodities in the eyes of
many consumers. A report by Harrell Associates 22@8) reflected that the sale of air
travel was “uniquely suited for the Web” becaudee“products had few geographic
boundaries, and, thanks to the widespread adopfiertickets, which airlines
aggressively pushed, the airlines faced none ololistical issues of online product

retailers, such as shipping rates and variabled#®ction schemes.”

Agents eventually embraced the Internet into theaducts and practices,
however, their adoption of the technology was dedlyllagging when compared to their

category’'s external stakeholders. The ASTA’s AutbamaSurvey, released annually for
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several years, reveals that in 1997, 97 perceageits still used a CRS, and not the
Internet, to make their bookings. Many travel agergcognizing the unavoidable impact
of the Internet and its potential to reduce cadtssed their traditional “brick and mortar”
locations, affiliated with a host agency and regiesd their business model by becoming
“outside agents.” In these situations, outside egeould shed their ARC licenses (and
accompanying costs and red tape) and instead withktveir established clientele and
referrals from a home, or temporarily leased, locatWhen these agents sold airfare,
they communicated sales to their ARC licensed &gshcy, which received a
commission from the airlines (in cases where these negotiated separately because of
their sales volume) and/or a fee from the agentseréstingly, travel agents that redefined
their products, practices, and purposes in this iepgrted feeling ostracized by their
fellow travel agents and members of their professi@association. Mimi Petit, after
deciding to close her office and join an umbretiarecy, noted that “agents everywhere
recognize that they have to move beyond airlinksssao why are they saying that I'm
not a professional just because | no longer haveR@ number?” TAM: 5/5/1997: The
Benefits of Being Outside). One of these agentsliest the animosity that other agents
directed at him:

“I've been called a fake and a joke, and a pseagknt- and I'm

responsible for the demise of the whole industdato” (TAM
05/11/1998: Home Court Advantage)

By the end of this time period agents had litheice but to move from
“[previously seeing] the Internet as a threat” #@lb&n incredible research and marketing
tool” (TAM 1/12/1998: Survey Says) to acknowledging that theyld no longer be able
to compete for airline sales with online providensthe basis of price alone. One

interviewee recalled, “We used to be able to gents to come in and buy airfare by
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[advertising] a low price in a newspaper. We daoinpete on price anymore, in fact, we
haven’t been able to for years and years.” Airlials® did little to dissuade travel agents
that the Web-sales would ultimately bypass thde no the ticketing process. Whereas
past airline spokespeople had vehemently denieskthgsertions (e.g., “This is nothing
more than a business decision. This is not a bypassarget marketing. Look, agents
do 85 percent of United's ticketing... United is piaing itself, trying to control its costs
and targeting a market that doesn't normally wail& agencies anywayTAM

02/13/1995: United and Southwest) by the late gtasy of the airlines discussed the

reduction of the agents’ importance in airline biogkwith an “unusual candor”:

“In a rare disclosure, American West’s senior diveof product
distribution, William Spillman, outlined the diffence in ticket costs,
depending on the method used to book them. Accgrdirspillman, a
ticket purchased through travel agents costs $2®o#, $20 through an
online travel service provider such as Preview &ra¥13 from the
airlines reservation system and only $6 from therhet directly.

Jim Young, director of distribution strategy at @oantal Airlines also
believes the system is changing and that agenaiss change along with
it. Young noted ‘there’s still an entitlement mdityato agency
compensation, we want to help agents overcome”th@\M 3/1/1999:
Global Aviation Conference is Marked by Unusual @@

Agents also expressed a begrudging awarenesthéhhtternet was increasingly
circumventing their traditional role in the bookipgpcess. In a failed attempt to have the
United States government intervene, a vice presiolea travel agency consortium
testified before a Senate Appropriations TranspiorisSubcommittee that “the airlines
have tried to eliminate the travel agency tickstribution network... for a very simple
reason: to force customers to purchase ticketsttirefom the airlines” TAM

05/11/1998: Agents Tell Congress). Agents also begaise the Internet, in tandem with
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their CRS and/or GDS systems to research and bdakes. One agent, acknowledging
that they'd used Priceline noted, “If an agenticget the fare her client wants she should
use [online travel sites] as a last resort. Aftgraaythingis better than losing a customer”
(TAM05/11/1998: Name Your Price). The last, and mestdtating event of this period

was, however, still to come in the form of the ¢eist attacks of September,12001.

Whereas the Internet and commission cuts slovdgent agents’ revenues, the
coordinated attacks on Septembef 12001 brought the category’s sales to a screeching
halt. One interviewee noted that “prior to Septemt#' the airlines reduced our
commissions and that really hurt allot of us. Wenifleom making fifty to a hundred
dollars a ticket to requesting fees from customérs used to get this service for free.
Then when September ™ happened, people just stopped traveling for a yidary

eventually came back but by that point a lot ofreoges had already closed.”

In the initial aftermath of the attacks there weoentless reported instance of
agents and airlines coming together to assistd#@passengers or individuals seeking
information about their loved-ones. For a briefdithere was a flurry of optimism
among agents that airlines might reevaluate tleéationship and to reinstate
commissions. In December of 2001 the ASTA'’s presideuted the efforts of agent to
provide a “reassuring voice to an apprehensiveiguahd further explained that “we
have never condemned the airlines as a supplig¢njfiog to make their operations
efficient, and no one expects commissions to retiuprevious levels. However, agents
are no longer the patsy and should the airlineseuuignize that they are in for some

hard times.” TAM 12/05/2001: Unlimited Opportunity). This optimishgwever, proved
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short-lived with Delta and most of the other maolines implementing another round

of commission reductions within three months ofdhigcles publication.

To summarize, this period is bounded on one sydd airlines’ decisions to cap
commissions and on the other side by their lateistn to eliminate commissions
altogether. In the interim, airlines restructured aut commissions with such frequency
that for several years tiiéAM published a weekly column that attempted to simgyhifs
complicated landscape by listing the different cassion policies of each airline. In
addition, agents faced increased competition frieenonline sale of airfare and an almost
complete cessation of demand for leisure travéddidhg the September Tiattacks. In
response to these events agencies closed en rEasseprior to the September™1
attacks, the continued viability of the travel aigestegory was in doubt as a Bear Sterns

report on the industry noted:

“lower commissions have placed the financial vidpbf the traditional
agent at risk. In fact, some question whether tragents as we know are
going the way of the buggy whip maker. Added Bdari8s leisure travel
analyst Jason Ader “If | were a travel agent, | lddee very worried right
now, their commission fees have already been dghed, and now the
Internet is threatening to steal their customdiBAM 4/24/2000: Even as
Online Growth Slows)

Agents that remained changed their practicesvaraéways to survive this
multi-pronged onslaught. Many aligned with umbreltganizations that both handled
their airfare transactions and freed the agents tiee overhead costs with CRS contracts,
and in many cases, retail locations. Others, sting¢p replace the commissions that
once comprised a majority of their revenues, adwattellow agents to sell a variety of
ancillary products and/or services. Following thi#al commission cuts one agent touted

“I'll do almost anything for a fee as long as kgéal- from ordering flowers to planning
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parties, to getting price quotes for restringingne” (TAM 9/18/1995: | Will Survive).
Others went even further, suggesting that agemaeded to “hire salespeople, not travel
people” and transform their store into “boutiqués”travel merchandise “including
travel alarm clocks, passport holders, money beidtdjon sickness acupressure bands
and brightly colored luggage marker3’AM 4/6/1998: Merchandise Mart). The majority
of those that remained as “traditional” agenciggapecharging fees to clients to offset
the losses associated with commission cuts. Geeviawee recalled the difficulties

with implementing fees:

“Before 9-11 the airlines started reducing our cassions from 10
percent to 8 percent. That's when a lot of agenstiaed dropping out. |
started implementing fees on a very limited bastba time. Then the
agencies cut our commissions to 5 percent and wiel see the
handwriting on the wall. So we implemented servess across the board.
No more of this “no charging for services,” we hiadeally backtrack on
that... This was a big decision, this was a hardsilecibut it's one we

had to make when they eliminated our commissions.”

Another recounted:

“I don’t do anything for free anymore. There’s & fer me to do business
with you. You're going to pay me for my time in serfashion. | won't be
as highly compensated as an attorney but theréowiidl fee to do business
with me. | don’t think that agents that didn’t irepient fees exist
anymore. In other words, there’s no way to make eyo80, our biggest
challenge was [after the airlines reduced commis3izve had to start
charging for our services. That was incredibly toagd involved
changing the consumer’s mindset. We had always edofdr free, it was
a part of our pitch. You used an agent and it goatnothing at all
because | made my money from the airlines, theserlimes, whoever.
Now we could no longer say this and were chargorgsamers for
services that they used to get for free. So thattiva biggest hurdle to
overcome.”
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A TAM article (4/22/2002), titled “Back to the FutureGompletely Fee-Based
Compensation isn’'t Exactly a New Idea for Agentgjhiights the uncertainly about the
consumer’s willingness to pay agents for their ®exs. That article’s author attempts to
comfort readers by noting “prior to 1935, agentsenanly paid nominal commissions, if
any. Railroads, for example, paid no commissionpant-to-point service; hotels and
resorts seldom paid commissions; and shipping,liegsivalent to the airlines in those
days, paid a maximum of 7 percent on select tr@esuac sailings. Consequentially, the
primary source of income for agents was servics.fégnhe article concludes by
encouraging travel agents to consider fees butibtityy can “effectively communicate
the value that they are adding.” This was, unfataly, a question that travel agents
repeatedly struggled with over the next decadéhesontinued relevance of their

category remained a topic of debate.

This period ended with a travel landscape, andwel agent’s fit therein, that was
drastically different from the preceding period.eTbllowing (see Figure 2, below)
summarizes decline in sales and commissions #naltagents faced during the last year

of this period.

Figure 2: Decline in travel agents’ sales and commissions fanfares between the
second quarter of 2001 and 2002
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By the end of this period, the volume of airlingkgits sold by travel agents plummeted
and the small-scale agencies (i.e., those thatrgenkess than $5 million of revenues per
year) that constituted the bulk of the categoriesmers declined from approximately
22,207 agencies in 1995 (with a combined $20.®hilin total airline ticket sales) to
15,436 agencies in 2002 (with a combined $6.3dilln total airline ticket sales)

(Winstead et al., 2002).
PERIOD 3: COMMISSION ELIMINATIONSAND CATEGORY REEVALUATION

To briefly recap, by the beginning of 2002 the gaty of travel agents was
completely unmoored from the practices, productd,@urposes that unified it only a
decade prior. Travel agents, once the recipienligophtive commissions from airlines,
were now without commonalities to unify their caieg Further compounding the
impact of commission reductions was the downturthéxdemand (or as many travel
agents describe a “virtual cessation”) that folldvilee September f'terrorist attacks
and the airlines increasing use of the Internsetbtheir products directly to consumers.
According to ASTA testimony at a Congressional mggrthese three factors resulted in
revenue losses for travel agents that totaled appedely $4 billion in the year 2001
alone, which forced as many as a third of all ageninto closureTTAM 10/15/2001.
Agents Lobby Capitol Hill for Relief).

Interestingly, with the exception of the 2003 I¥&@r and the occasional natural
disaster (e.g., the erupting Icelandic volcano teatporarily rerouted all European air
traffic in 2010) interviewees mentioned almost merdgs during this period as those “that

significantly changed their profession.” Agentswewer, almost uniformly indicated that
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by the later part of this period their productgqgtices, and purposes had returned to a
facsimile of those that defined the category prooderegulation.

To understand how, and why, agents reinvigoratiethates from their past
category, it is of paramount importance to exantireeimpact of travel agents’ decisions
to adopt the practice of charging service feesdeto offset revenues lost from
commission reductions. Fees, in addition to coumstigy a new and important source of
revenues for travel agents, forced members tayusieir category’s continued value to
consumers, other external stakeholders, and paligntiore importantly, to themselves.

One travel agent recalled:

“Brick and mortar agents that didn’t start chargiags for their services
and didn’t have the mindset that their time andegtipe was worth
something are no longer in the travel businesadldlot of former clients
just flat out refuse to pay feasd my response was, “lI am not a [charity].
| am one hundred percent in this business to makeemn And if it's a
struggle for you to pay me or we always have tbrsversation, you need
to find somebody else to do business with.” Anéd Imo qualms about
that.”

Coinciding with the implementation of fees was areeging recognition that travel
agents needed to improve their comprehension alwhtibn of the Internet in order to
better served consumers. Although just years ph®ASTA'’s past president, Mike
Spinelli issued the decree “Internet Schminterfid¢&llong with matching bumper
sticker) the ASTA’s new administration made a mdrgeint to encouraged agents to
learn about the Internet and to incorporate it thigr daily practices, and noted with a

tone of urgency that:

14 Although many agents took this statement as aedeorshun technological trends

(one interviewee was quite emotional about whatcsimsidered a “lack of vision” from
the ASTA) Mike Spinelli, in an interview for thigsdertation, suggest that his intention
was for agents to focus on ways to uniquely addes#&d Internet services and not to shun
the Internet altogether.
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“The million-dollar question is, are we adaptingcttange or holding onto
the past... We [as a profession] have been affditednternet for a long
time. But now we need to embrace it. If we arepaot of the trend, we
will not be part of the travel industry in the fugd (TAM 10/27/2003:
ASTA Congress Sounds Optimistic).

Despite collectively embracing Internet technoésgithe number of travel
agencies continued to decline throughout this penith mid-sized travel agencies ($2-5
million in annual revenue) closing at a much higtaée then their smaller and larger
counterpart$® When asked about the reason for these dispropatéalosures, agents
suggested that these mid-sized businesses had tagrleads than their smaller
counterparts but weren't large enough to offses¢hmsts by negotiating override
contracts with the airlines directly. Additionallhese mid-sized agencies were the most
susceptible to changing buying behaviors from coress who began to rely on travel
agents less for “routine” travel (i.e., the bookofgoint-to-point domestic airfares) and
more for specialty vacation$AM 05/10/2010: Agents See Savvy Clients). An in@wi
confirmed this trend with the agent noting that ghiearily “deals with people who are
making travel and vacation plans that are outsidbesr comfort range... this could be

simply flying to Hawaii for one person or a weekdpsub-Saharan safari for another.”

Over time, agents reshaped both the productstssrwnix and their business
practices for interacting with the consumers. @gent noted, There are still some
products that pay a commission [e.g., cruises,restdours, etc.] and when there aren't,
| have no problem charging for my services. | apraessional and if a client comes to
me, they should expect to pay me for my trainind experience. Sometimes that means

a commission, sometimes it means a f@&M 05/10/2010: Agents Divided). Others

15 http://asta.files.cms-plus.com/pdf/ASTAAgencyPi@fidf
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mentioned their increased reliance on travel instgas a revenue stream. Contrary to
“the days when agents were deterred from discussgwgance because it brought up the
negative scenarios that might occur while travél{igAM 01/30/2006: Cover Your
Clients) agents now use potential travel complwetito explain their role to the

consumer:

“Travel agents are emerging as heroes to manylé@veuring the
volcanic ash crisis that is only now coming to atoend. As the blame
game begins, agents appear to have proven theie aalthe public
reached out for help.... In fact, there’s your tifhe next time someone
asks how you compare to an online service, ask thieathey’'d like to
call on when they’re stranded far away from homtawp relief in
sight—you or the Internet{TAM 05/10/2010: The Internet vs. the
Volcano).

Although travel agents failed to identify any rad&aregulatory, technological, or
socio-cultural changes during this period, the potsl, practices, and purpose of the
category deviated radically from what they had heeha decade prior. Travel agents
now generate some commissions from the sale addesutours and/or travel insurance
but increasingly rely upon fees for the bulk ofithevenues. Today there are fewer
travel agencies than in the late 1990s but re@gdrts seem to suggest that the

category’s membership is stabilizing and/or moxiable than years pat.

To summarize, the travel agent category expergeacariety of significant
socio-cultural, technological, and regulative chemgver the last several decades.
Although many of these changes rapidly or graduzgiignged the products, practices,
and shared purpose dimensions of the categoryséemed to directly challenge its

continued existence until the later part of thigdgts periods of interest (i.e., 2002-2010),

16 http://asta.files.cms-plus.com/pdf/ASTAAgencyPi@fidf
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which was years and/or decades removed from enmmigatal changes that were
necessary predecessors to these category chall@itgesghout this later period, travel
agents witnessed a near-continual decline of grapulation and revenues. The following
section takes a detailed look at exactly how tlessly environmental changes

manifested as a changed meaning for the categdrgwdl agents.
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CHAPTERYV

RESULTS

To briefly revisit, the goal of this dissertatimto understand if, and how,
category members and external stakeholders resinapaintain the meaning of an
organizational category in response to environm@hi@nges. To date, the majority of
the organizational literature has focused on urnideding intra-categorical attempts to
change or maintain the meanings associated witlective of organizations (e.qg.,
Jensen, 2010; Navis & Glynn, 2010; Negro et all,120Instead | find that external
stakeholders influence category meanings to agrelagree than previous research
indicates. In addition, | find that mature categsrioftentimes considered to be “taken-
for-granted” until threatened by a radical envir@amtal change, are actually continually
shifting as members modify the type and frequerfaples they enact to align their

organization with incremental changes to their leaoatext.

In the following section, I first interview data tlemonstrate that five distinct
roles existed within the travel agents’ categorgrahis dissertation’s period of interest.
Afterwards, | incorporate discourse from th&M that show the prevalence of these roles
fluctuated over time as various environmental clearigfluenced the practices, products,
and/or purposes that unified members. | then exple@ mechanism responsible for these
changes, highlighting three processes that arerglereble to other organizational

categories.

CATEGORY ROLES
Consistent with recent research in the organimatisciences (e.g., Jones et al.,

2011; Rao et al., 2003) this dissertation’s datgest that although “travel agents” were
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a recognizable organizational category for oveerawry, the products, practices, and
purposes that delineate their boundaries changesiderably over time. This change
was not, however, completely explained by the curoeganizational research, which
focuses on members’ and external stakeholdershatteto purposefully influence the
meaning of an organizational category in the aftglnof discontinuous environmental
changes. Instead, my findings indicate that mudtiples coexisted within the travel
agent category that constituted triggers to, andvpays for, category-wide change that
were less purposeful and more incremental thaméhehanisms suggested by previous

theorizing.

Roles, in the social sciences, have been defiagaitierns or sets of behaviors
that individuals are expected to replicate givesirtposition within a social system
(Biddle, 1979; 1986). Roles are not, thereforaxatf to an individual nor are they
singular occurrences. In the context of organizati@categories, roles constitute
replicable sets of organizing principles that batthect and produce the category’s
distinct types of products, practices, and purpo&eghey reoccur, the performance of
these roles clarifies and manifests the categonganing (Kennedy, 2008). As
discussed in the methods section, | iterated betweeretrospective interview data and
real-timeTAM data. As a result of this process it became ¢hesrthe category of travel
agents was not, nor had it ever been, definedhpn@aogenous set of products, practices,
and purposes. The interview ahAM data overwhelmingly suggest that agents enacted
different roles at various times in their day-tordautines and with varying frequencies
depending on the localized demands of externakbktakiers. Changes in the frequencies

of these substantively different roles enabledaalgal change of the constitutive
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properties of the category while not violating thezzy” definition held by travel agents

and external stakeholders (Porac, et al., 1995n&aaret al., 2010).

For example, many agents, when asked to descfityan the life of an average
agent in the 1980s or 1990s,” indicated that ttaily routines throughout this period
involved two distinct roles. One of these rolesjalii label as an “educator,” entailed
providing customers with time-intensive counseklgut potential destinations and
travel logistics. Another, that | label “bookingead,” required a very different skill set
and included back-office transactions between agamd the travel providers (in most
instances airlines) that demanded compliance witipkers’ reporting standards and
their firm-specific booking systems. According tpeats, both roles were integral to their
category’s overall meaning even though each encesagldifferent, and sometimes
conflicting, expectations about the products, pcast and purposes that travel agents
were expected to demonstrate. A content analysig@fview data indicated that five
distinct roles were pervasive components of theetragent category between the years
of 1994 and 2010. These roles were subsequentiyro@d in follow-up interviews with
travel agents who confirmed the existence and itapoe of these roles and could not
identify additional roles that should be considetadhe following section | detail these
roles and provide data from interviews that highiithe products, practices, and

purposes uniquely associated with each.

Booking Agent Role

Within the travel agent category, the “booking atjeole includes routinized

behaviors associated with the booking of airlickets for clients. As illustrated in
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Chapter IV, airline commissions comprised the laflegents’ revenues in an
unregulated environment and agents began incrdgsidgpting a “booking agent” role
in response to a growing consumer demand for aithavel (primarily because of
lowered fares) and lucrative supplier commissi@rse interviewee recalled that airline

tickets became the principatoductsfor agents in the decades after deregulation:

“In the 1980s our job was primarily to provide eid information -- the
schedules, fares, and ticketing. It got to a pwinére eighty percent of our
revenues came from airline tickets. The reality Whad these sales became
the easy road to grow a travel business.”

Another highlighted the pervasiveness of the “boglagent” role in the early 1990s,
noting that “booking agengiracticesbecame so ubiquitous that they even began to

dominate the training of new travel agents:

“I went to a travel school where we were primatdyght how to use GDS
systems to make airline reservations. Our classhiedi a little bit maybe
on the planning part of [being a travel agent]thietmajority of

instruction focused on booking airline tickets. ¥f# had to learn how to
hand-write tickets but primarily used the [airlijeomputers that we
called “blue boxes.”

Collectively, interviewees suggested the overagpurposefor agents enacting a
“booking agent” role is to intermediate transacsitwetween customers and the airlines.
As a result of their reliance on the “booking adeale, interviewees communicated a
perceived loss of autonomy as they changed thetmes to comply with ARC reporting
standards and CRS/GDS reservation protocols. Qaesiawee shared her belief that her

profession became “frontline airlines employeesbtighout the 1980s and 1990s:

“We started booking so many tickets that airlingotagees and travel
agents started to speak the same language anccdesed to be any cut-
and-dry differentiation between our professions.”
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In sum, agents enact the “booking agent” role wihery encounter clients that need to
purchase routine domestic airfare and the actsvzingolved with fulfilling this role are
largely determined by the requirements of thersdiand the demands of consumers for

low-cost airfare.

Educator Role

The “educator” role extends beyond the bookingwaryday air travel and
instead expresses the belief that an ag@ot’poseis to serve as a trusted and
knowledgeable professional who provides unbiasedvatuable information to
consumers considering non-routine travel. preeticesassociated with the educator role,
therefore, pertain to the dissemination of inforiorato clients, who are otherwise unable
and/or unwilling to acquire this information. Ongeat recounted how her higher-

education background, which was not travel reladdidyed her to act as an “educator”:

“l was a political science and history major inlege and because of this |
knew my clients needed more than to just get taeep They needed
some background about where they were going arydiseded some
history. | added value by eliciting what my custoimérame of reference,
background and expectations about a trip were fagnl providing the
appropriate destination information.”

Another recalled thinking theracticesassociated with the “educator” role legitimized

their organizational category:

“I keep stressing the importance of agent’s as ahus because that's
what established the professionalism [of our catgdgiVe don't have
accreditation standards so our ability to use apegences to teach
consumers about destinations and for others todtsaurt this is necessary
to differentiate us from someone who simply sellbne tickets.”
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Reflecting on the travel industry in the 1960s 48@0s, when the majority of U.S.
travelers used travel agents to book escorted foutkeir first foray abroad; agents were
once the most reliable and up-to-date source &wetrinformation for the majority of
Americans. Because of these historical origins,ymaterviewees suggested that first-
hand information remains tipgoductthat most differentiates travel agents from other
organizational categories. One interviewee recalateering the profession and feeling

that fellow agents were neglecting their historicdés as “educators,” noting:

“By the time | entered the profession in the 1980&d gotten to the point
where | said “lI am not a travel agent.” As fall agas concerned, what |
hoped to do and what | came to do had nothing teittothe industry at
that point. They were basically booking agents laywdnd large
Americans did not travel that much, Americans dideadd as much, the
sophistication level and the general knowledge wetehere. Agents
were not focused on helping client learn abouteddht countries ... they
figured once [their clients] were there they wolst sort of meander
around and eat pizza and gelato.

It was so superficial and, to me, it was never ghaquersonally or
professionally. | felt that | had to bring an edtional role that would
introduce people to the cultures of the countfidg clients would often
tell me, “you know we had never had anybody that éwgplained as
much” and | did more then explain, | made them dméwork, | gave
them reading lists, | was pretty tough.”

In sum, agents enact the “educator” role when thpyesent the primary source of
information for clients looking to purchase “outibie-norm” travel and engage in
activities to obtain privileged information abotdvel destinations (e.g., familiarization

trips, travel conferences, etc.) and to dissemitiaseinformation to their customers.

Facilitator Role

The “facilitator” role encompasses patterns ofdwebrs that oftentimes directly

contrast with the practices, products, and purpdsgents acting as “booking agents.”
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Instead of focusing on domestic airline ticketshasr products travel agents that act as
“facilitators” coordinate “complicated” travel lagfics and/or organize multiple aspects
of trips that are “out-of-the-norm” for a given cumer. One agent explained that a

travel agent’s ability to build multifaceted traveeheraries differentiates his profession

from airline employees or other travel suppliers:

“Even though cruise companies and airlines havie tiven travel
counselors, they still handle a very limited asmgatonsumers’ vacations.
Travel agents, however, manage a vacation fromtstéinish. For
example, | provided my services to a group of freeelers that went to
South America a week ago. | not only booked thekets but | also made
sure that they had their passports set up, weeestalwombine their
mileage with cash to get business-class upgradeiitdted credit card
transactions with a variety of reputable local toperators and made sure
they didn’'t need a visa or anything else. An agiar cruise company,
travel counselor wouldn’t have done half of thafffsatnd ultimately
would’ve sold them things that might have been bastheir company,
but not necessarily for the clients.”

In addition to providing differentroductsfrom “booking agents,” travel agents indicated
that theirpracticesdiffer substantially when acting as a “facilitatdDne interviewee
noted that instead of striving to efficiently arféeetively selling low-cost airline tickets,
their work as a “facilitator” is driven by efforte learn about, and navigate, a

complicated web of travel suppliers and governnnegalations:

“I'll generally only sell point-to-point travel tplaces like Chicago, San
Francisco or New York to repeat customers. Typjcatiough, these sales
are part of package that includes theater tickadsagher city-specific
experiences. The real way that | add value is Imairing up to date on
visa and passport requirements and staying onftother types of
information regarding complicated or internatiotralvel.”

Overall, thepurposeassociated with this role is fundamentally differthat that of a
“booking agent.” Instead of interviewees feelingelthey were a “frontline airline

employees” (as mentioned in regards to their “bogldgent” role), travel agents
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explained that their “facilitator” role is driveryla desire to plan, and sometimes aid in
the execution of, every facet of non-routine tra@te interviewee channeled this

heightened involvement and noted that when actsng ‘dacilitator” she expects to:

“...feel as if 'm a personal concierge to my clieiecause I'm involved
with every aspect of their trip. | make specialuests for their air travel, |
help them navigate unfamiliar airports, | arrangaugd transportation and
| stay involved throughout the process. In fathimk of myself as their
travel companion, | try to influence every detditleir trip without ever
being there.”

In sum, the “facilitator” role encompasses a patt#rbehaviors that agents enact when
coordinating comprehensive and oftentimes comphexet logistics for their customers.
This role differs from the “booking agent” and “edtior” roles by extending an agent’s
services to the entirety of a consumer’s travel moidsimply focusing on the provision of
transportation and/or information prior to theipdeture. Thus, while both the “facilitator”
the “educator” roles involve proving complex infation regarding cultural, geographic,
and social aspects of a destination, the “facditatole involves a unique emphasis on

complex logistical integration.

Editor Role

Depending on the circumstance, the role of an éedftinctions as either a
substitute for, or a modification on agents’ rass‘educators.” Although | detail the
relationship between these two roles in the follaysection, it should be noted that
while these roles fulfill a similar purpose, each associated with distinct products and
practices. The following agent’s response indichtas the Internet was responsible for
rendering the “educator” role obsolete, and how'#uktor” role’s more collaborative

purposeemerged in its place:
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“Before the Internet, we were the only real sowttavel information
besides an airline that would only give you detablsut their flights. With
the Internet, people began to go online to getrméiion and over time it
got out of control. In my opinion, people nowadays overloaded when
they go online to learn about travel because tees@’'much information
on the Internet. So customers no longer just nefdmation, they need
agents to filter through the noise and to help tineske decisions.

| first started to notice this when | began getitadls from honeymooners
who had all the expertise needed to book theietramline but were one
hundred percent confused when planning bigger. tfidter encountering
a few of these clients] | said “Aha! I've found miche.” That's when
my post-Internet role started to evolve. | begathink of myself as
almost like a magazineditor who knew all of the information on the
Internet but also knew what elements matter, howput these choices
together, how you sequencing them, [etc.]. Thag typcustomization was
something consumers could not do on their own anteghing the
Internet couldn’t do for them.”

An agent’spurpose then, continues to focus on the provision of asbd and valuable
information for consumers. Providing this infornoettj however, requires a number of
considerable changes to how agents go about proyvitlis information. Instead of
agents’productsbeing information that they alone possessed (eitireugh personal
experience or other exclusive means) the Intermatisrgence made travel information
abundantly available to consumers. One agent tetlemn this change and noted that
agents’productshad to evolve from the information itself to rethgcan overabundance

of information to a level that was useful to consusn

“As the airlines advocated the Internet, travelrdgevere no longer the
sole source of information for our consumers. Sdosethat aspect of our
profession to online agencies like Travelocity &xgedia or to other
vendors that could directly get their informationfiont of the clients. So
[our role as an “educator”] went away, but there till less-direct ways
that we provide information to consumers. If a aoner goes online and
searches for a cruise they’ll get thirty differenimpanies each with a
variety of cruise options. It's almost impossibdée Eonsumers to make
decisions with all of that information. So now, teed of distributing
information, we provide our customers a senseatfiéty and a means to
get to only the information they really need.”
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In this new travel landscape, agenggacticesalso evolved to remain competitive.
However, as noted in the historical context sectaments were decidedly slow in
embracing the Internet and the online practicesptaved vital to their new role as

“editors”:

“I now have clients that are the children of tle®ple | first served when |
started my business. | recently asked a few of twapthey wanted me
to plan their honeymoon instead of doing it thewsglkince it seems like
their generation was born with computers in thaimds. They told me
there was just too much information out there dnad given the
importance of their honeymoon they were afraid ‘th@yake a wrong
decision without my help. So the Internet’'s becamweally important aid
in our day-to-day efforts to get our clients inf@tmon. It's our job now to
take that online information and match it with wias know about the
clients and the location to craft a complete trip.”

In sum, the role of an “editor” goes beyond simghilgseminating information and
involves a more collaborative set of behaviorslterfout erroneous and/or extraneous
information and customize pertinent informationté¢ofobtained via the Internet) to

individual consumers.

Rescuer Role

The last role identified within the travel agerntategory is that of a “rescuer,”
which encompasses behaviors associated with thenammation and mitigation of
potential travel complications. A tangiljpeoductassociated with this role is travel
insurance, which as mentioned in Chapter IV, becami@creasingly important source
of revenues for travel agents in the aftermathoofimission reductions. In addition to
selling insurance policies, travel agents indicdbed consumers increasingly pay for
their services because they function as a diratkaowledgeable contact in case of

unforeseen travel emergencies. One intervieweairged how both the tangible (i.e.,
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insurance policies) and intangible services astedtiaith their “rescuer” role constitute

a vital part of her business:

“I have new clients come in all the time that rederby a friend or relative
who told them ‘if you're going to travel abroad yneed to go to ABC
Travel and talk to [Sue] because she knows herlshds traveling with a
bunch of people and our trip got all screwed upt &y did she convince
me to buy travel insurance, which | wasn’t crazguht at the time, she
was there working the phones when | needed heamdlall she saved me
a ton of money.”

Thepracticesof this role are also unique, as travel agentuieatly counsel their clients
beforehand to avoid complications and occasiorgalyinvolved during their clients’

travel to extricate them from travel complicatimrdo seek recompense for their losses:

“I'm not as important for those less complex pdivpoint [trips]... but
oftentimes when my clients are stranded and nekxl they call or send
an email from Ireland or wherever and | get onghene with the airlines
to get them home. | just had some clients stuckhma and the airline
was willing to work with me because | was the agbat booked their
travel. Got them what they needed and the leastuatad penalty that |
could possibly get. So they got home safe and sénond China.”

One agent’s explanation of how he still added vatue post-Internet era succinctly

summarized thpurposeof travel agents’ “rescuer” role:

“Because of the changes made by suppliers we'rebtiee few ‘hands-
on’ professions in our industry. If someone sayse ‘you can’t compete
with the Internet,’ | say ‘no, the Internet cantnapete with me.” That's
the reality. I've evolved to serve as a form afurance, most of the time
you don’t think about me or need me but if somajhdpnes go wrong you
can rest assured that I'll get it fixed.”

In sum, agents fulfill a “rescuer” role as they oeel their clients before embarking for
their travel and assist clients that experienceetraomplications despite their travel

agent’s best efforts. Travel insurance is an inmgoagiroductthat agents provide in this
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role, but interviewees indicated that their abitityleverage industry contacts to assist

clients whose travel plans go awry is an equallgantant component of this role.

In conclusion, | contend that five distinct rokgsted within the travel agent

category between the years 1994 and 2010. Intee@s\ndicated that they were

expected to alternate between the “booking agéadyicator,” “editor,” “facilitator” and
“rescuer” roles at different times, and with diffet frequencies, while employed as
members of the category. As summarized in theviolig table (see Table 6, below), a

unique set of products, practices, and purposesguany each of these roles.

Table6: A summary of travel agents’ roles between 19942010

Role Product(s) Practice(s) Purpose(s)
Booking airline tickets selling, distributing, and intermediating exchanges
Agent reporting the sale of airline between airlines and consumers
tickets
Educator first-hand gathering and disseminating providing unbiased and valuable
information destination and logistics information to consumers
information
Facilitator  assistance with  continual involvement with draw upon industry experience to
complicated travel logistics (e.g., passports, visas, assist consumers coordinating
logistics etc.) before and during non-routine travel
consumers' travel
Editor refined second drawing upon first hand collaborating with consumers to
hand information information and industry discover unbiased and valuable

experience to identify valuable information
travel information on the

Internet and to package this

information for clients

Rescuer travel insurance counseling clients before travel offering "hands on" professional
and assistance and aiding them if complications guidance to avoid and respond to
arise travel complications
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Consequently, an agent’s ability to accomplish e has no direct bearing on their
success with another (e.g., although the “educatod’“editor” roles fulfill a similar
purpose, their practices and products are so digtiat many agents failed to utilize the
Internet in a way that responded to market pressina they shift from an “educator” to
an “editor”). In the next section, | introduce d&tam theTAM that illustrates a temporal
dimension to travel agents’ roles and demonstthgsfluctuations among these roles

can ultimately account for category-wide changes.

ROLE DYNAMISM

Organizational research demonstrates that rolasgehwithin organizations and,
in fact, often must evolve to align an organizasatrategy with changes in its
competitive environment (Bradford, 1995). As mené&d above, roles are neither
specific to an individual nor are they static ieittrenactment frequency. Instead,
individuals continually influence the prevalencel grerformance of different roles
through processes of social comparison (i.e., ebsgroles displayed by their peers)
and/or contextualized attempts to satisfy the delnaf their external stakeholders
(Summers, Humphrey & Ferris, 2011). In this sectlantroduce a temporal dimension
to roles that inhabit an organizational categony demonstrate that the frequency of
travel agents’ enactments of specific roles charsgdstantially throughout this
dissertation’s period of interest. In doing s@y the groundwork for the following
section, which details mechanisms responsiblehiesd for these shifting roles and

alterations to a category’s meaning.

After my content analysis of the interviews reeebévidence that travel agents
perceived distinctly different roles within thegtegory, | undertook further analysis to
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determine if the prevalence of these roles chaogedtime. To do this, | tracked real-
time changes in the travel agents’ discourse biyaimg data from thd@ AM. UsingTAM
articles as my unit of analysisgontent-analyzed every article published between
January 1994 and December 2010 that was deterrtorfestlze category relevant content
(approximately 5000 articles). Each article whéetext was judged to have promoted,
admonished, or objectively communicated facetdiefgrofession that clearly aligned
with one of the travel agents’ five roles was cottedhat role. In cases where an article

was found to contain multiple roles more than cogecwas applied.

As a result, articles coded for “booking agenttevehose that included
discussions about researching and/or reservinggmatation for clients, tips on
maximizing the efficiency and effectiveness ofiaglsupplied GDS and/or CRS
contracts and/or usage, and conversations thaséolcon commission cuts by the airlines
and the continued significance of agents in theklmgpprocess. Articles coded for
“educator” were those that included discussionsiagents using first-had experiences
and/or secondary research to provide informatiocugiomers. Alternatively, articles
coded for “editor” included only those that exgligidiscussed the Internet and
collaborations between agents and consumers icdllextion of travel information.
Articles coded as “rescuer” included those thatt@imed discussions concerning the
mitigation of crises prior to travel (e.g., by s&jj travel insurance, by researching
destination-specific threats), during travel (ecommunicating with supply-chain
partners to reconcile challenges), and/or afteetrée.g., seeking compensation for their
clients’ travel difficulties). Lastly, articles ced for “facilitator” were those that included

discussions explicitly focused on a travel agerdls in coordinating the multifaceted
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logistics of complex travel itineraries. The follmg figure (see Figure 3) highlights each
of these five distinct roles (e.g., rescuer, faaitir, etc.) and their changing frequency

within TAM discourse.

The next section will address incremental andatiSouous regulatory,
technological, and socio-cultural environmentalnges and analyze connections
between these environmental changes and the freigsenrf roles within th& AM
discourse. The first part of this discussion ragitie conditions that influenced travel
agents’ reliance upon the “booking agent” role Hracessation of this role’s dominance
following the discontinuation of airline commissgim 2002. The later part of this
discussion explores the contextual conditions @lcabmpanied the aftermath of

commission eliminations and the emergence of tesclier,” “facilitator,” and “editor”
roles as prominent themes within th&M. After contextualizing these changing patterns
of roles, | detail how members and external stakdsie influenced these roles and

subsequently impacted the entirety of the traveh&gategory’s meaning.
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Figure 3: Competing roles within th€AM discourse (1994-2010)
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Dominance and Decline of the Booking Agent Role

The “booking agent” role dominated the discourstheTAM during the later
years of Period 1 (i.e., from the Airline DeregidatAct of 1978 to the beginning of
commission reductions from airlines in 1995) anda&ed predominant in the
category’s discourse until the ultimate cessatiotoonmissions in 2002 (the end of
Period 2). During these years, the discourse withem AM overwhelmingly suggests
that travel agents recognized their over-relianta tbooking agent” role but were either
complicit because of lucrative commissions andiargglled to identify alternative roles
that consumers valued. In an article with “bookawggent” content, a travel agent
recounted that category members acknowledged ittiaka controlled too many aspects

of their profession but were relatively unmotivatecchange this dynamic:

“I never forgot [a past president of the ASTA tefjius back in the 1980s]
that we’d become too dependent on airlines. Howexayody listened
because commissions were so high after deregulatidmmaking money
from the airlines was easy. [By the early 19904, recognized that we
had to do something to changel’AM 9/2/1996: There’s Life in Leisure)

Discussions about travel agents’ overrelianceidim@revenues and their
“booking agent” role became increasingly prevateée{TAM data after the airlines
initiated commission reductions and customers begachasing an increasing amount of
airline tickets online. However, tHeAM and interview data indicate a dearth of viable
alternatives to the “booking agent” role in the ietdrate aftermath these changes. As
airlines reduced and eliminated commissions, tmeerd withinTAM discourse
concerning the “booking agent” role shifted fronpesssing a sense of denial about the
influence of the Internet (e.g., travel agents dolayed the Internet’s threat to this role

because of lax information security and/or consupneferences for paper ticketing), to
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touting the superiority of travel agents over theeinet (e.g., as the Internet continued to
usurp airline sales an increasing number of agitdeted travel agents’ continued
abilities to procure the lowest fares) to an evah&wceptance that the “booking agent”
role would soon cease to be an integral part of irefession. One agent’s reaction to
their airlines’ cessation of the commissions wasi@aarly illustrative of the “booking

agent” role’s elimination from the category’s discse:

“However you choose to respond to zero commissibisgritical that
you demonstrate to your local community that thte$t blow does not
signal the end of agents. Indeed, we may finalljréed from the yoke
that ties us to airlines and we may have finalhwad at the point where
[the airlines] can threaten us no longel’AM 3/25/2002: Zero Pay)

Changes in the frequency of the “educator” roleettee a brief mention before
examining the emergence of new roles in the aftdrrofairline commission cessations.
The role of an “educator” existed concurrently vttt of “booking agent” and, to a
limited degree, persisted after the “booking ageokd was no longer a component of the
discourse within th& AM. Although the “educator” role never dominated ¢tagegory’s
discourse (e.g., attaining a maximum of 24 peroéthie magazine’s coverage in 2000)
articles that promoted and/or questioned the releyaf agents as disseminators of
information remained present throughout the fiftgears ofTAM data (the longest of
any role). This role became especially prevaleth@T AM as travel agents struggled to
make sense of their continued relevance in thedacemmission cuts and a recognition
that the Internet might usurp their “booking agemte. An excerpt fronT AM offers an

example of discourse regarding this “educator”:role

“While travel agents face increased competitiomfibe Internet - with
Americans' preference for making reservations ervtteb up 19 percent -
most U.S. travelers continue to indicate that tragents remain better
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sources of travel information than the Internet A 01/12/1998: Survey
Says)

As travel agents lessened their resistance tantieenlet as a source of travel information
the “editor” role began to coincide with, and grafliyisupplanted, the “educator” role.
However, for much of the 1990s and well into th@@) a common theme withirAM
data was that an agent’s role was to disseminasopally obtained information (i.e., not
information that was obtained through the Interatther secondary sources) regarding
destinations and logistics. The following sectiartlier details the “editor” role and

looks at its, the “rescuer” role’s, and the “faeitor” role’s emergence and persistence in

the travel agents’ discourse.

Emer gence of the Rescuer, Editor, and Facilitator Roles

Although the roles of “rescuer,” “editor” and “fatator” rose to prominence
when the cessation of the “booking agent” role defoid in the category’s discourse,
occurrences of each can be found prior to the sltron of airline commissions in 2002.
For example, in February of 2004 an article casttine “rescuer” role as it details the
efforts of travel agents attempting to rescue texgestranded when their charter operator
declared bankruptcy and suddenly ceased operattayees on to advise travel agents
that their role is to both remember, and to adeismnts, that when it comes to travel “an
ounce of prevention is worth a pound of cureAiM 02/14/1994: Wont Get Fooled
Again?). Although this article represents just erample of the many occurrences of the
“rescuer” role prior to 2001, the terrorist attacksSeptember 11th permanently
increased the incidence of this role in 1M discourse. Interviewees aildM data

confirm that this role remains an integral parthd travel agents’ profession in what
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travel agents and many consumers perceive to besrasingly complicated travel

landscape.

Similarly, the "editor” role first appeared in shilissertation’§ AM data in an
article published in March of 2004 as an airline@xive predicted that the future role of
travel agents would “be to form partnerships withsumers in which they convert data
[from the Internet] into information to be usedka®wledge” TAM 03/21/1994:

Working Knowledge). For almost a decade, this aglgemed to pass unnoticed as
agents consistently gave precedence to the “edtigate in their discourse. By the early
2000s, however, travelers had embraced the Intematsource of information and
agents began to publicly communicate a collecte®dno incorporate the technology
into their category’s products and practices. Qgen#ds comments at an annual

gathering of travel professions captured this shitheir profession’s discourse:

“How travel agents use the Internet is as imporgathe Internet itself.
We need to use the information on the Internetwag that
accommodates each consumer’s individual needsoTbis, we have got
to recognize that our role is to be informationatars who work with
their clients to develop personalized content anloluild informed
consumers.”TAM 05/26/2003: The Next Generation Agency)

The increase in this role’s occurrence also coeatidith a shift in tone from the ASTA’s
administration. In their 2003 annual conventiopaat ASTA president noted that
although agents “had been afraid of the Interneaflong time,” their continued
participation in the travel industry depended ugwair ability to “embrace” the
technology and to incorporate it in their day-torgaactices TAM 10/27/2003: ASTA

Congress Sounds Optimistic).
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Although the role of the “facilitator” doesn’t apar in the TAM data until 1997
(when an article fairly accurately predicted thatrethough clients might abandon travel
agents for “simple bookings” they would likely &tiély on agents for “complicated
itineraries” TAM 03/10/1997: Web Warnings)), its increasing occuresim 2003 was
most likely occasioned by the cessation of commissiAs the elimination of
commissions went from a possibility (discountedhigny agents) to a realitfAM
articles increasingly prompted agents to “conneschgumers] with enriching and one-of-
a-kind experiences” instead of simply “booking inatand/or non-complicated travel”
(TAM 04/27/2009: Themed Cruises). One interviewee atdat that accepting his new
role as a “facilitator” brought about a personaielation regarding the dwindling
importance of his “booking agent” past. He noteat thhile airlines were “once kings of
the industry,” by the mid-2000’s “I now view thera st another component of my

job... a bus that flies in the sky.”

Indeed, not only did references to the “bookingragrole disappear from the
TAM data after 2008, airlines had already ceased ibatitrg to theTAM discourse years
before. The following figure (see Figure 4, belaemonstrates that although airlines
contributed content (either through authorshipybéing cited) to a sizable percentage
of TAM articles between 1994 and 2004 (contributing ta @86 of articles in 2003),
after 2005 this entire group of external stakehaldeased to be included within the
TAM data. To supplant the “booking agent” role, thotreer roles assumed prominence in

TAM.
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Figure 4: The percentage GfAM discourse contributed by airline representatives
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The role of “editor” seems to have directly replhtevel agents’ prior roles as
“educators” with travel agents almost uniformlyicating that they now use the Internet
to collaborate with their clients about informati@guired for travel planning. The
“rescuer” role peaked in the immediate aftermatthefSeptember fterrorist attacks,
but continues to be an integral component of thegoay’'s discourse with no signs of
abatement. Lastly, the increased incidence of filglitator” role seems to be the most
directly attributable to cessation of commissiassiravel agents, no longer “yoked” to
the airlines for their revenues, recognized themewed importance in the “facilitation”

of non-routine and/or complex travel.

In sum, interview an@AM data suggest that the organizational categorsawét
agents was, and remains, a single label that eressep a multitude of roles (Jones et al.,
2011). The dynamism of these roles within T#éM discourse over this dissertation’s

period of interest (subsequently confirmed by feHlop interviews with travel agents)
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illuminates a current theoretical gap in the catgdjterature. While past research
conceptualizes mature organizational categoriesadi€ with infrequent changes
attributable to discontinuous environmental shookg data suggest that categories may
instead contain multiple, and sometimes confligtnades that slowly shift over time even
when their category’s label remains unchanged.xpdagn how these roles changed
within the travel agent category, even when itshamging label seemed to indicate
stability, | propose three generalizable mechanigrasexplain: a) external stakeholders’
ability to promote roles among organizational catggnembers b) external stakeholders’
ability to invalidate roles among organizationaleggry members and ¢) members’
ability to recreate roles in the aftermath of dexive meanings void. Although these
mechanisms occur with less immediacy than thogddhaw environmental
discontinuities, each have the potential to implaetmeaning of an organizational

category with an equal or greater severity.

CHANGE MECHANISMS

A key contribution of this dissertation is to bkdeom the conventional practice
of treating organizational categories as little entbran collections of firms that produce a
substitutable array of products and/or servicestebd, | discovered that products,
purposes, and practices each influenced the boasdafrthe travel agent category and
each were needed to completely understand its eh&¥igh the above findings
concerning roles, | demonstrate an additional layemance that scholars should
consider in order to fully understand the hetereggrof organizational categories.
Within the travel agent category, five distincta®s| each associated with unique products,

practices, and purposes, existed over this digemrtsperiod of interest. My longitudinal
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analysis not only confirmed the existence of thaisparate roles within the travel agents’
discourse but also demonstrates that the frequeintye roles changed over time.

| now turn my attention to introducing and devehgpmechanisms that
incorporate human agency and explain how threergajy relevant groups (incumbent
members, new members, and external stakeholdétgdnced the frequency of intra-
category roles and, in doing so, altered the megassigned to the organizational
category. | present each mechanism (role impositma extraction, and role re-creation)

separately before describing their overall imparcthe travel agent category.

Role Imposition

The passage of the U.S. Airline Deregulation Aat aubsequent consolidation
by the major airlines created an environment wh@tmes achieved an unprecedented
ability to influence the content and prevalencé&ra¥el agents’ roles. In addition to
offering lucrative inducements for travel agentst ttuccessfully enacted the “booking
agent” role, the multi-year GDS/CRS contracts dredpotential for the ARC to penalize
travel agents that didn’t comply with airlines’ eqpations effectively institutionalized
the “booking agent” role in a way that was unprergdd in the category’s history. Three
distinct groups ultimately influenced the abilitiyarlines to impose the “booking agent”
role on the category of travel agents: a) extestaleholders (airline employees and
consumers), b) incumbent members (travel agentexisted prior to deregulation), and

c) new members (travel agents that formed aftexgidation).

Airline employees were perhaps the most concatraburce of influence in

imposing the role of “booking agent” on the catggoi travel agents. Their efforts,
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however, were successful only because consumatedrairline tickets as commodities
(Bloch & Segev, 1997) based most of their purclhgdiecisions solely on price. One
interviewee, who began working in the industryhe early 1970s, recalled his surprise at

consumers’ price sensitivity in the aftermath ofedgilation:

“When the industry was deregulated | worked at@ganay in Phoenix that
was large and well respected. So my initial belia$ that deregulation
wouldn’t impact us too much. It only took a few ygaefore we found
ourselves in a situation where consumers wouldayendhe street to an
agency they'd never heard of if it meant them sgvardollar on their
airline tickets.”

In interviews, travel agents uniformly indicateatln the years following deregulation

the more time they spent perfecting and perforninagy role as “booking agent” and
focusing on the dissemination of cheap airlinedtskhe more the airlines and consumers
rewarded their efforts. Interviewees recalled hainags “sucked up” to them and how
customers, baffled by frequently changing routeedcites, would come into to a travel
agency and “look at us like we were heroes whebaaked their airline tickets because

it was like we understood this alien world.”

It was, therefore, in the best short-term interesiacumbent members to
embrace their role as a “booking agent” at the egpaf their role as an “educator” and
other roles that interviewees suggested were peavalior to this era. Recall also that a
component of deregulation was the relaxation aadw@al cessation of the government’s
(ATC) travel agency accreditation procedures. Beeaf these changes, interviewees
indicated that new entrants began to appear onryeaner” and that “anyone that was
honest, had money in the bank and got a bond wmeipproved by the ATC to be a

travel agent.” New members, lured by the rewards@ated with the “booking agent”
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role flooded the travel agent category and thegoaites membership increasing by 30
percent between the years 1978 and 1981 aloneeg(&te¥983).

Over the next decade, the airlines’ employees andumers effectively imposed
this entirely new role on the travel agent categatyose members had historically
viewed the activities associated with booking aeltickets as an “afterthought”
appended to their more holistic interactions withsumers. Incumbent travel agents
were complicit in allowing these external stakeleosdto alter their roles, with members
adapting individually in response to changing coneudemands and collectively
accepting institutionalized role requirements #ndtnes developed (either through their
CRS/GDS requirements or with the ARC guidelinégShe interviewee, who had been a
travel agent since 1970 recalled:

“Before deregulation the amount of time we speridg with airline

tickets was pretty inconsequential. | mean, | cautide an airline ticket in

about two minutes flat and if | spent an hour of daaling with airline

tickets that was an abnormal day. After deregutatitoegan to spend the

majority of my time, every day, dealing with peopteo would shop

around for cheap fares, researching these farakdar, booking fares and
handwriting tickets.”

New members also hastened the dominance of theitbpagent” logic as they
established new businesses within the organizdtaatagory that were unencumbered
by past customer relationships and/or routineswiesé typical of the category’s past.
Incumbent members attempted to stem this inflowes? entrants, who were lured to the
category primarily because of the ease in whicly toaild profit from ticket selling
and/or to take advantage of lucrative incentivésretl by travel suppliers (e.g., the
IATAN card was developed in an attempt to ressigbplier incentives to only

“professional” agencies). However, the airlinesidather suppliers’) compliance with
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these efforts was voluntary and interviewees intditlaat suppliers largely ignored the
IATAN designation in favor of increasing sales netjess of their origins.

By the 1990s, this combination of factors had sssftdly imposed a new role on
travel agents that was fundamentally different,(tleeir products, practices, purposes
were completely altered) than roles they had eddctedecades before. Although
deregulation represents an important catalystifigrhechanism, it is important to
recognize that it took decades of incremental cbknges influenced by incumbents, new
members, and external stakeholders to fully regheeotality of the changes to the
category’s meaning. The following section introcsie@ additional mechanism, role
extraction, that explains the ability of airlin@ssever the “booking agent” role from the
category of travel agents and introduces a neve daexternal stakeholders, the online

agencies, as integral to this process.

Role Extraction

By the mid-1990s travel agents began to recoghaeairlines were seeking to
disintermediate their role in the airline bookinggess. It took, however, the emergence
of another group of external stakeholders, thenertiiavel agents, and the
commercialization of a new technology for the sgsta extraction of the “booking
agent” role from the travel agent category. Althioagrlines had achieved a limited
amount of success in encouraging repeat and/opatclientele to use their
reservation systems with the introduction of “1-860mbers and frequent flier
programs, interviewees suggest the Internet fatglit a rapid and complete extraction of
the “booking agent” role from their profession. Cagent recalled the rapid

“deterioration of the relationship between travgdats and airlines that began in 1995
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“We got absolutely creamed when the airlines beégaeroute clients
through their own websites or through online agesicin a way, | don’t
blame them for that. | mean, they invested so nmohey into these sites
that it was almost inevitable that they would prefat clients use them
instead of going through travel agents. What redibgppointed me was
how quickly our relationship with airline employedsteriorated. It went
from collaboration to feeling like every time | = the airlines their
employees had a chip on their shoulder becauseltbsses told them to
treats us like the competition. Maybe I'm beinggranid but the feeling
that | got was that they became purposefully urfaelecause they
wanted everybody to book online.”

Airlines both developed their own websites andrgaed with fledgling online
agencies (e.g., Travelocity, Expedia, etc.) tolitate direct transactions with clients and,
thus, render obsolete travel agents’ role as “bupkigent.” For these external
stakeholders, bypassing travel agents was an esmnomics, with the senior director
of American West explaining that “tickets bookedbtingh travel agents cost $23, $20
through an [online agency], $13 from an airlinggbone] reservation system, and only
$6 from [an airline’s online booking system]TAM 3/1/1999: Global Aviation
Conference Marked by Unusual Candor). One intergeenoted that the roots of this
disintermediation could be traced to the fact thattravel agents and the airlines had

historically viewed their relationship differently:

“We (travel agents) always thought of ourselves@sal partners in this
relationship. By the late 1980s, it felt as if miels began to view us with
utter disdain. In addition to cutting our commissptheir employees
would talk to us on the phone with contempt initiveice and a total lack
of respect. Here | am calling to help a passenggr avquestion and | had
to deal with that every time. In my opinion, alltbfs stemmed from the
fact that airlines viewed us as a cost and notsaiece of sales. Which
was funny because | don't remember them ever pagyngent, or my
employees’ benefits, or anything unless we madsdea’s

In order for this role extraction to succeed, econsrs had to be receptive to the

efforts of airlines and online agencies, and chahge purchasing behaviors accordingly.
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One interviewee recalled how travel writers hastiethées exodus, which occurred faster

than almost anyone predicted:

“If you picked up any newspaper during this timei'goread about travel
writers telling consumers ‘do it yourself on thebAeAnd this resonated
with consumers who loved the idea of planning tbein travel even if
they really didn’t know what they were doing.”

Discourse concerning the “booking agent” role, hasvedid not immediately decline in
response to these changing purchasing patternthart®clining commissions from
airlines. Instead, travel agents engaged in seyegak of unsuccessful attempts to
compete with new online alternatives to their “bimgkagent” role. Travel agents
attempted to increase their effectiveness in tbeipion of low-cost airfare but declining
airline commissions meant that they increasingly teeimplement fees to offset these
loses. The final cessation of airline commission2002, combined with the airline’s
successful deployment of “web fares” and frequiet incentives, marked the beginning
of a rapid and continuing decline of the “bookirggeat” role within the travel agent
category. Airlines had seemingly accomplished tlogigstanding goal of gaining direct
access to consumers and, in doing so, had extrdatadle of the “booking agent” from
travel agents, who no longer had consumers demgnalirsuppliers willing to pay for, a

role that less had once dominated their collealigeourse and practice.

Perhaps even more alarming for the continuedenast of the travel agent
category were changes in the popular media, coresidbe broadest measure of
audiences’ interpretation regarding an organizaticategory’s meaning (Navis & Glynn,
2010). Between 1994 and 2003, these sources imtghaapplied the label “travel agent”

to online organizations that bore little resemb&atathe “brick and mortar” members
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that had historically represented the categoryntireng the entirety of New York Times
(NYT), the Wall Street Journal (WSJ), and the Wagton Post (WP) publications
between the years 1994 and 2010 for articles thraamed the terms “travel agent,”
“travel agency” and/or “travel agencies” (7097 @&s) demonstrates a pronounced
change in the use of these labels. As the folloviiguge demonstrates, (see Figure 5) the
use of the above iterations of the “travel agealbels were being used to describe online
organizations (e.g., Expedia, Priceline, Orbitz,)awith more than twice the frequency

that they were being used to describe traditiorahimers.

Figure5: The relative percentage of discourse from populkediensources that used the
label “travel agent” to refer to traditional vs.lime agencies between 1994 and 2010

1.2
0.8
LN X
0.6 ’_’ == - S e Traditi
[N raditional
0.4 > /== online
V4
0.2 Y
/
o
0__q_gl‘l T T T T T T T T T T T T T 1
X0 O N PO O DI IOINIO A DO O
(RO L A S MR M RN RNE N AN N SN SN G
ORI AR A AR AR A AR AR A 4D AP D

The data indicate, that by the early 2000s tHaas had successfully extracted

the “booking agent” role from the travel agenteaftew technologies, new external

stakeholders, and a willingness of consumers tag#sheir purchasing behaviors

facilitated the disintermediation of travel agescigents, who had become almost
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completely dependent on their “booking agent” i(@led the associated revenues), waged
a spirited but short-lived campaign to outcompéteas and their online substitutes, but
ultimately could not compete with airlines and aeltravel agencies on cost. By 2003, it
seemed that airlines had not only successfullyaeted this role from the category of
travel agents but, with no clearly articulated sgh@pulating the travel agent category,
might also enable online affiliates to completebyapt the category’s meaning. The
figure above, however, demonstrates an interestimgrsal that began shortly after this
role extraction and continued until 2010 when #deels of “travel agent,” “travel
agency,” and “travel agencies” were once again ase often to describe traditional
“brick and mortar” firms than their online substés. The following section introduces a
final mechanism, role re-creation, which explaingvhiravel agents were able to
reconstruct the roles that preceded the “bookirentigera and to breathe new life into

their organizational category.

Role Re-Creation

After the cessation of commissions and the extradaif the “booking agent” role
from the travel agents’ category, airlines hadumthier direct involvement with the
agents’ roles thenceforth. To explain role re-cogatthen, | focus solely on the actions
of travel agents in the absence of a “booking dgete. In order to fully understand this
mechanism it is necessary to first examine the gingrmember demographics that
accompanied commission reductions and proceedddheit elimination. Recall that
organizational category of travel agents experidraseunprecedented amount of

membership growth after the introduction of the&ive “booking agent” role (circa late
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1970s and early 1908s). The outflow of members fitoenorganizational category that

accompanied the extraction of the “booking ageol was equally without precedent.

By 2010, the end of this dissertation’s periodndérest, the membership of the
travel agent category had been reduced to haté gfgak in 1999 and three quarters of
what it had been after the elimination of commissiim 2002." A detailed look at the
ASTA’s membership statistics demonstrates somedstieig patterns in regards to the
types of travel agencies that were likely to cldseng this period. Newer members (i.e.,
those that established their organizations wediraferegulation) experienced closures
that far out surpassed incumbent agencies. Thesarels were so disproportionate that
by 2010 the professional association failed to meeosingle member under the age of 25,
with only 3 percent of their members between thesagf 25 and 328 According to one
interviewee, younger agencies closed more frequéettause they entered the industry
at a time when success meant being a complianefdatkers” and these travel agents
had never been required to assist their customignsietailed trip logistics or to help
them out of a bad situation. In other words, ag#drasentered the category during the era
dominated by the “booking agent” role lacked a rapee of past roles (and the
accompanying knowledge of other products, practicepurposes) to draw from when
attempting to substantiate their value absent thegiessity in the airline booking process.
As a result, by 2010 the average travel agent meméasg 55 years old and had

established his or her agency prior to 1987 (séxelT4d below).

" http://media.cleveland.com/pdgraphics_impact/pl@fytraveljpg-
7e4c72dal6f096b3.jpg

18 http://www.travelmarketreport.com/content/publintent.aspx?pagelD=1364
&articlelD=5134&LP=1
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Table 7: Founding dates of ASTA agencies circa 2§10

Agency Founding Date Per cent of ASTA Population
1970 and earlier 15%
1971-1980 19%
1981-1990 27%
1991-2000 21%
2001-2010 17%

This demographic information is imperative to thechanisms of role recreation
for two reasons. First, because intra-categoryodise offered no clear path for agents to
redefine themselves during the cessation of theKimg agent” role, my data suggest
that older agents looked towards their past r@desd pftentimes the roles modeled by co-
workers that preceded their arrival) to establiSheav” set of products, practices, and

purposes. One agent, who inherited her business gy parents in the 1970s, recalled:

“I'm not sure that | see a huge difference betweew | saw myself in the
1970s and how | see myself now. It's been kindka & bell curve. At
the very beginning the experience was very collatpeg [but then] the
airline traffic became a huge part of our busireess collaboration [with
consumers] started to fade away. We spent aboetynpercent of our
time doing airfares, which changed so quickly th@body knew what was
going on. Then with the Internet, people startedrtft off and book their
own tickets online. Now those [consumers] thatsntiie collaborative
experience are starting to come back and becatksaitig is simpler I'm
able to spend more time with them. Again, bell euinom collaboration

to a big spike of airfares and now its narrowed nW@gain and come back
to the collaborative.”

Thus, while the resources that underpin the neesrof “editor,” “facilitator,” and
“rescuer” in many cases didn’t exist prior to dedagjon (e.g., travel insurance was not a
widespread option for agents enacting a “rescud€’ in the 1970s), the agents |

interviewed almost uniformly indicate that theskescemerged as incumbent agents

19 http://asta.files.cms-plus.com/pdf/ASTAAgencyPi@fidf
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bricolaged old roles in efforts to stay solventdaling the extraction of the “booking

agent” role.

The second reason that these demographic chareggesaumental to role
recreation is that reductions in membership allowaditional agents to clearly and
uniformly communicate their new roles to exterrtakeholders. One agent described the
category’s ability to convey a renewed sense ofeshpurpose as “balancing act” and

noted:

“Up until 1995, the airlines did a very good jobd#fining [our category]
and turning us into a joke. When they abandonethosg of us who'd
been around a while were the ones responsibleftafining what we
would be going forward. To get consumers to undeisthis, we had to
get rid of the agents that were just in businesetitickets. However, [we
couldn’t loose too many members] or customers watikhow we exist
anymore. Unfortunately this seems to be where wanaw. Too many
brick and mortars shut down and now a lot of people't know we're

still here.

Thus, recreated roles are only beneficial to taediragent category to the extent that
consumers and other external stakeholders become afithese new roles and attach

value to them.

In sum, role recreation is a mechanism that tragehts alone influenced.
Incumbent members (i.e., those founded before antlgrafter deregulation) were
primarily responsible for the ascendance and stalibn of the “facilitator,” “rescuer,”
and “editor” roles, which now dominate the categodiscourse. In order for these
recreated roles to benefit the category, howevavet agents need to be able to
consistently communicate these roles among themsalnd validate them to broader
audiences. The reduction of travel agents thagaedlompletely on “booking agent”

revenues seems to be assisting travel agentssitask. However, interviewees suggest
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that they are now concerned about the lack of mapl@yees entering the travel agency
profession. With most of the category’s members teesage of retirement, the ongoing
concern is that the travel agents’ roles will hbeen recreated, only to slowly extinguish
as membership continues to decline past the thicesleeded for external stakeholder

recognition.
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CHAPTER VI
DISCUSSION
In this dissertation, | propose that roles repreaa unexplored facet of

organizational categories that may explain howgmtemembers and external
stakeholders influence the meanings of organizaticategories in conjunction with
incremental and radical environmental changes.nAaeipth and longitudinal analysis
was required to capture the slowly evolving chartgasoccurred in both the meaning of
the travel agents’ organizational category andsiibroader contextual landscape.
Accordingly, | utilized a grounded theory approdlcat built theory from data derived
from real-time, archival, and retrospective sou@iedata. This analysis revealed how
established categories, whose consistent labelsftme thought to denote stability, can

be continuously revised through the changing comipasof intra-category roles.

| urge other scholars to adopt a somewhat broaagmulti-dimensional
definition of organizational categorid®roductsare an important, but not preeminent,
characteristic of organizations that external dtakders and members use to assign
meanings to organizational collectives. The tripaudefinition that | advance and that
my data support incorporates the additional dinerssofpracticesandpurposesand
more accurately accounts for the content of orgdimmral categories and the mechanisms
responsible for their change. With this enhancetetstanding of the construct, | was
able to discern than the meaning assigned to tiegagy of travel agents resided in, and
changed through, the enactments of different roldgs analysis produced three
mechanisms (role imposition, role extraction, avlé re-creation) that explain how

category members and external stakeholders infeuthmee category-wide frequency of
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roles in ways that can alter or maintain the megassigned to an organizational

category.

In the following section, | explore the methodatay contributions of this
approach to understanding processes at the catkyaiyof analysis and particularly
emphasize the importance of incorporating multgdarces of longitudinal data. Next, |
revisit the definition of organizational categortbat was developed in this dissertation’s
literature review and explore the potential conttibn of this definition in light of
findings that suggest that products, practices,amgoses may have, in fact, been
communicated and altered through the enactmerdtefory-wide roles. | then proceed
to explore the conceptual contributions made by teésearch and suggest that scholars
explore the interplay between organizational idesstiand category-level meanings as an
area of future research. | conclude by discusgiadimitations of this study and suggest
that scholars should consider a category’s prirsacyor (i.e., manufacturing, cultural,
and/or service-based), the types of environmemiahges confronted (i.e., technical,
socio-cultural, and/or regulatory), and the seyasftsuch change (i.e., discontinuous vs.

incremental) when analyzing instances of categadewhange.

METHODOLOGICAL CONTRIBUTIONS

A longitudinal case study methodological approaat become a common, albeit
not universal, choice for empirical work in the geoning literature on organizational
categories. As Negro and colleagues (2010: 22)igigh however, theoretical work has
“progressed more quickly than empirical work” andny empirical studies continue to

rely solely on archival data sources that “onlyiiectly measure the perceptions of
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audience members [regarding organizational categotiThere remain, then, challenges
that confront organizational scholars. | haverafteed to address them by selecting
methods that rely on: (1) longitudinal data, (& thterpretation of members’ and
external stakeholders’ discourse, and (3) a mixethods approach to collection and
analysis of quantitative and qualitative datahia following section, | address each of
these methodological decisions, and comment oadkantages that these techniques
confer on empirical examinations of category-lgd@nomena, and the potential

limitations of each technique.

Longitudinal vs. Cross-Sectional Analyses

The decisions regarding whether to employ a lawigial approach and the time
frame for data collection and analysis had perllagsargest influence on this study’s
ability to capture and draw inferences from thengiag meanings assigned to an
organizational category. Relying upon a cross-eaatianalysis in this context would
have obscured the evolution of intra-category rttes ultimately accounted for systemic
changes. In other words, the genesis of changéoorganizational category of travel
agents was not directly attributable to a profugibnew individual and/or firm-level
characteristics that would have been the focusanbss-sectional analysis. Instead,
category-wide changes resulted from members adf¢hi@ir roles in an effort to appease
external stakeholders. Most changes observedmiitiei category arose from temporal

shifts in the frequency and intensity with whichtgapants enacted these roles.

In addition, my data suggest that category-leti@nges are non-linear and that

different audiences assign dissimilar meaningsandalues to individual and/or firm-
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level characteristics. Recall that, following aleotive recognition that the Internet
constituted a direct source of competition to thedking agent” role, the discourse of
the category’s members and stakeholders demorsssabstantial divergence. In the
TAM, the majority of intra-category discourse contithtie promote travel agents as
superior vehicles for assessing customers’ needisealiing suitable tickets for air travel.
During this same time period, however, discoursdénpopular media from both
category members and external stakeholders (egeltauthors, customers, airlines,
etc.) increasingly discounted the importance ofd@fagents in booking airline tickets
and advocated the disintermediation of travel agénoin this process. Cross-sectional
analyses must therefore contend with identifyirgitidividual and/or firm-level
attributes that influence category boundaries wdld® accounting for the disparate

meanings and values that different audiences assitirese attributes.

Recent attempts to capture category-level mearigpgseasuring and analyzing
the deviance among members’ individual and firmelattributes constitute innovative
attempts to establish the micro-level underpinnioigsiacro-level phenomena (e.qg.,
Hannan et al., 2007; Poélos et al., 2002). Howeabery fail to provide guidance for
organizational researchers whose studies mustdignael to capture a plethora of
different influences on and pathways to categorgendhange. In a recent conceptual
paper, Kennedy and colleagues (2010) highlighttaigiqgue mechanisms for category-
wide change (e.qg., redefinition, subtraction, conggration, etc.) and | suspect that
future empirical work will unearth more. In orderdxplicate the category-level change,
future research must be designed to collect lodgial data that can account for each of

these potential mechanisms to change and enabtBst@very of additional mechanisms.
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In sum, a longitudinal approach to collecting andlyzing data is imperative for
organizational research that wishes to capturdahdunderstand phenomena at the
category-level of analysis. Although cross-sectiatadies excel in their ability to detail
the individual and firm-level characteristics tleanstitute an organizational category,
this advantage is offset by their inability to agobfor the disparate, and potentially
dynamic, interpretations that members and extesta&eholders apply to these
characteristics. In addition, cross-sectional assest of category attributes usually fail
to capture intangible processes involving rolegaaizational cultures, and
organizational identities that address the questadhowandwhythese attributes come
into existence. In the following section, | discusg decision to incorporate intra- and
inter-category discourse as central data for thédysis and explain why | believe that
discourse analyses are particularly valuable irdaohing longitudinal analyses of

categories.

Discourse Analysis

My decision to study and analyze intra- and intgtlegory discourse as a means
to capture the changing meanings assigned to a&ptra system was informed by
several exemplary works in the organizational smer(e.g., Hoffman, 1999; Navis &
Glynn, 2010). This dissertation’s detailed approtmcbapturing and analyzing the real-
time discourse that accompanied and influencedaagihg category-level meaning does,
however, have several unique implications for ourolars who study category-level
processes. The following section examines the itapoe of discourse for capturing the

perspectives of both members and external staketslthe multiple dimensions of a
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category'’s definition, and offers some potentialitations of discourse analyses along

with suggestions for mitigating these shortcomings.

Discourse analysis provided a powerful tool tolesgpa construct that can be
processed unconsciously or consciously, by diffeaediences, and at different times.
Recall that the essential function of an organieeti category is coordinating the beliefs
and actions of members and external stakeholdeoscate about the prototypical
characteristics of organizations that belong toctitegory (Cerulo, 2010). This does not
suggest, however, that organizational categoriesnamune from attempts by members
and/or external stakeholders to make claims aboategory that contradict commonly
held beliefs (Rosa et al., 1999). By examining alisse, | was able to capture and
analyze not only the commonly-held understandirmgaiathe category’s meaning that
members espoused, but also the beliefs of extetakéholders, whose interpretations
were sometimes at odds with those held by membedsywho undertook conscious
attempts to alter the category’s meaning. Discoarsgysis, therefore, provided a more
complete and balanced understanding of the consifuategory meaning than could

have been generated by analyzing only data gatlienedmembers.

In addition, discourse analysis enabled the oladenv and analysis of multiple
dimensions of a category’s meaning that would Hzeen difficult to capture via other
methodological techniques. Organizational practares purposes proved valuable for
explaining category-wide instances of change thghtrotherwise easily escape
detection, especially in categories populated bagllsonganizations that may not always
codify and/or preserve traces of these charaatevisilthough the initial indication that

these roles were present came from interviewspdrse analysis clarified the
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relationship between these dimensions and prodaictshow these dimensions changed
over time. As a result, | was able to develop aaramcurate description of category
change than would have been possible by simplkittgcchanges in the category’s
products. This approach elucidated the subjegtthiit accompanies new products and
technologies at the organizational-level of analysig., Barley, 1986) and shed light on
how these products and technologies influence-cdtagory processes. Discourse
analysis enables organizational scholars to apptetie sensegiving and sensemaking

that infuse meaning into a category’s establismeeanerging products.

There are, however, limitations that researchieosilsl consider when using
discourse analyses. Foremost among these is thatpaed to be the case in this context,
a particular source of discourse may not reprethentlaims and understandings of the
entirety of a category’s members and stakeholdésdvive changes in its meaning.
Recall that, as displayed in Figure 4, the pergentd discourse contributed to th&M
by airline employees varied substantially over teme ultimately ceased to be present in
this source. At the same time, however, airline leyges and their affiliates actively
used the popular media in efforts to reapply thellaf “travel agents” to online entities.
In addition, discourse, especially in sources dat@d by category members, may be
divorced from substantive changes occurring indnhger environment. It becomes
especially important, then, to recognize the padébiases that may influence discourse
content. In the following section, | explain how ltple data sources and analytical
techniques were implemented to mitigate these piatdimitations of discourse analysis,

and address other methodological challenges tlcahgzany category-level research.
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Mixed M ethods Approach

Throughout my grounded approach to building thégathered several different
sources of data and ultimately incorporated thnéthe study’s analysis. The first of
these, archival data, was crucial to overcomingafoeementioned limitations of
discourse analysis. Archival data were imperatoreuhderstanding the social,
technological, and economic milieus that contexteal the discourse publishedTAM.
As a result of these archival data, | was ablestect and account for biases within the
TAM discourse (e.g., travel agents’ assertions of gwgeriority over Internet
competitors while economic and social measureslglealicated the opposite), and to
explain how external stakeholders might continumtioence the category after they

ceased to contribute discourse to category-speoiidia.

Interviews also complimented the discourse andigatdata sources by bringing
emotion to the fore throughout this process. Casingrwith category members and
capturing their reflections on the ways in whichitlprofession changed demonstrated
that category processes are not always as objentdelispassionate as archival analyses
might suggest. Organizational scholars wishingrtdeustand the mechanisms for
category-level changes need to account for ematmahnon-rational decision making. In
contexts where categories have experienced rebanges, interviews represent an

excellent method to capture this crucial dimension.

It ultimately took the collection and analysisasthival, interview, and discourse
data to fully understand the ways in which an ertirganizational field of actors

influenced the meaning assigned to the focal omgaional category. Despite the fact
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that the “travel agent” label remained unchangéskiacontested, throughout this
dissertation’s period of interest, a mixed methapigroach enabled an investigation that
viewed organizational categories as dynamic antestaible social constructs rather than
unchanging and unequivocal social facts. To briedlyiew, a mixed methods approach
that relied heavily on longitudinal data and intetegory discourse allowed the detection
of subtle and multi-dimensional changes to a catégoneaning even during seemingly
stable periods. In the following section | reexamtihe study’s findings and detail the

conceptual contributions of these findings andrtmeplications for future research.

CONCEPTUAL CONTRIBUTIONS

Organizational categories are constructs thatlachbave characterized as “not
simply labels that actors use to sort social phearamnto appropriate bins,” but instead
as constructs “associated with actors’ statusreste, and identities” (Jones et al., 2011:
2). In order to fully appreciate the complex sodghamics that accompany and
influence changes to the meaning of an organizaticetegory it was imperative to
understand the economic, regulatory, and sociasallinfluences that preceded and
coexisted with this phenomenon (Khaire & Wadhwanil0). Because of this
dissertation’s methodological approach, | was &blencover mechanisms for category-
wide change that were fundamentally different friw@ mechanisms offered previously
to explain category emergence (e.g., Navis & GIyat1,0; King et al., 2010), and
mechanisms offered to explain sudden changes ponsg to discontinuous
environmental shocks (e.g., Rao, et al., 2003; sJagteal., 2003). Accordingly, scholars

wishing to examine category dynamics are advisedltpt longitudinal and multi-
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method techniques and to explore other potentiaha@sms that could explain

category-wide change.

In the following section, | discuss the tripartitefinition of organizational
categories and roles. In addition, | discuss thezling absence of organizational identity
as a mechanism for category maintenance in thigegbn close this section by
articulating the need for future research in thesoretical domain and highlighting
additional conceptual clarifications that couldtifigr advance our understanding of

organizational categories.

An Enhanced Definition of Organizational Categories

To summarize, one of the major challenges thatéd while designing and
implementing this study was specifying an operatialefinition of the organizational
category construct. Because the organizationaatitee has only recently begun to
directly examine organizational categories, anchbse many scholars bring “guiding
assumptions, core processes, and empirical apg@sagiegro et al., 2010: 24) from
other theoretical perspectives, organizationalgmies remain inconsistently and/or
poorly defined in our literature. Accordingly, I\dedoped and proposed a definition for
organizational categories that incorporates thrgarozational-level properties that can

influence category-level meanings:

Organizational categories are social constructsnignbers and external
stakeholders use to communicate perceived sindaltetween the
products purposesand/orpracticesthat unify a collective of
organizations.

Although this definition represents an improvemaver the current ambiguity found
within the organizational literature, the findirigat in the case of travel agencies, roles
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subsumed each of these three organizational-legpkepties invites additional theorizing

and may offer a fruitful opportunity for future ezsch.

However, it should be noted that the value ofét@s an umbrella construct to
depict changing category meanings could be araattdf the particular context of this
study. Travel agencies are typically small orgatimizes, usually with fewer than three
employees. In small organizations, there is litgded for formalization of work structures
and routines, and the individual-level constructrofe” becomes adequate as a means of
structuring work. However, larger organizations ldeely to require more complex,
formalized, and codified structures to serve thggpses of guiding and coordinating
work. Accordingly, research investigating categoneade up of such organizations
should conceptualize and observe these more magemiaational constructs as

potential mechanisms for stabilizing and changhgrheanings.

This study’s findings regarding category stabiétyd change call into question
some of the fundamental assumptions that undériéftizzy set” hypothesis, which
posits that internal and external changes to orgdional categories stem from the failure
to maintain agreements concerning a category'opoical attributes. Instead, my
results suggest that multiple roles, or sets ottiplelformalized mechanisms likely to
exist in larger and more complex organizations, aayally stabilize and perpetuate a
category instead of rendering it susceptible to@mhment by new entrants. Future
research should examine under what conditionsadvaintageous for categories to
possess a multitude of patterned behaviors, andrwmaich conditions category
boundaries are maintained via pathways more caemsigtith “fuzzy set” explanations of
homogeneity.
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In sum, these findings support the need to coatoeveloping a richer
understanding of organizational categories anartbehanisms that underlie changes in
these social constructs. Researchers that failctarporate non-product dimensions into
their analyses, or to consider how these dimenaom®perationalized and/or interpreted
by members and external stakeholders, risk reifgatggory boundaries and overlooking
crucial dynamics of category change. Had this mebe@lied upon the broad NAICS
definition (i.e., lumped together corporate, inftland leisure travel agencies) and/or
relied solely upon analysis of products offere@stablish the category’s boundaries, it is
unlikely that the mechanisms that explained therhrt's unique influence on the
category of leisure travel agents would have bdmewed. By incorporating additional
dimensions (i.e., practices and purposes) | was tabbetter understand the processes
whereby members and external stakeholders actnéeichct to construct a category’s
boundaries. | encourage future scholars to confiecharacteristics that members and
external stakeholders use to construct their foasgory’s boundaries in designing

research studies.

A Lack of Identity Maintenance

Before discussing this dissertation’s limitationgjsh to briefly revisit the
interplay between organizational identities an@gaties as an area for potential research.
Recall that category-level meanings are thouglbtutstitute cornerstones to
organizational identities and, as such, scholaggest that members will attempt to
prevent deviations within a category from core jpicid, practices, and purposes
(Whetten, 2006). This dissertation’s data, howeeentained a surprising lack of

evidence regarding member’s resistance to altersied their collective roles because of
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identity-related conflicts. The following sectionddfly reviews the constructs of
organizational identities and categories beforeoadiing their interrelationships as a

fruitful area for continued future research.

Recent work on collective identity emphasizesrtbed for leaders and members
to continually reinvest in the tangible, symboldod emotional trappings of an identity in
order for it to be maintained or renewed (Fiol 1909ibl & Hatch, 1998; Howard-
Grenville, Metzger, & Meyer, 2013). In the absen€tsuch reinvestments, collective
identity can become less salient. For example, 8aral Shultz (2006) demonstrate that
Bang & Olusfen, a Danish producer of audio-videstams, fluctuated between a clearly

defined and a sometimes-ambiguous identity ovés-gear period.

Accepting that not all organizations have, onaat$i maintain, clearly defined
identities, it is also important to note that ongational identities can provide a
sustainable competitive advantage to the extenitlagers and/or leaders actively work
to distinguish their organization from rivals (Alb& Whetten, 1985). Competition,
however, was conspicuously absent in the early dagswvel agencies, perhaps limiting
the degree to which these organizations felt tleelie develop distinct organizational
identities. Recall that the pre-deregulation regmients of the ATC (the airline controlled
Air Traffic Conference) and the CAB (the governmeontrolled Civil Aeronautics
Board) allowed many travel agents to operate agrggbic monopolies with relative
immunity to direct competition. Although the CABrbveed the formalized practice of
“need-based” restrictions in 1959, they continuegdrmit airlines to restrict ticket stock
and validation plates (the tools needed to effetfibbook travel) to agencies based upon
their location until the industry’s deregulation iftead et al., 2002). One travel agent’s
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response, when asked “who was your competition wherbegan your business?” is
particularly illustrative of the relative dearthwéll-defined organizational identities

within the travel agent category:

“We never really considered competition. In genénalte were just a few
[agencies] in North Dakota... some people could hiarkets direct
through the airlines but we were the only interragds for [all other
products]. That was our advantage but as far apebtion, | never
worried about it...so, | don’t know that there way aompetition as such.
It was just getting people to try using a travedagy. To that end, we
advertised but never really competed against theratgencies.”

Travel agents from larger markets echoed this semti as well, with interviewees
nationwide indicating that consumers historicalglliwo choices, either book with their

local agent or through an airline at an airporaitddcation.

The combination of this somewhat unique externalrenment and the
recognition that a manager’s strategic agendamétes the extent to which he or she
attempts to differentiate his or her organizatiadentity (Deephouse, 1999), suggests
that travel agents’ organizational identities heddnically been fairly homogenous with
little need to deviate from category norms. Instetldoking inward, towards relatively
weakly defined organizational identities, to foramel responses to changing products,
practices, and purposes, it appears that traveltadmoked outward, towards other
category members that faced similar environmertahges and interactions with
external stakeholders. One travel agent recallgdiementing changes because they were
expected of his category, even though, they cdefligvith his organization’s founding

principles, noting:

“We kind of got into doing what was easy, and thas being order-takers,
selling whatever the customer came in and asked$oopposed to
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providing information and trying to sell what hadditionally been a
more profitable item for us to sell.”

Overall, this dissertation’s data suggests thgamizational identities were not a
factor in preventing changes to the travel agetggmy’s meaning. It is difficult to
definitively establish this, however, because traggents with robust organizational
identities that compelled them to resist the “bagkagent” role may have exited the
population prior taf AM sampling and/or may have not been representectin th
interviews. It is, nonetheless, surprising thatThé/ data contains a near absence of
protest regarding the increasing prevalence oftibeking agent” role even though
interviewees almost uniformly indicated that, indsight, their compliance with this
category-level shift diverged from the central, @niglg and distinctive values that their
organizations were founded upon. Understandingelaionship between roles, which
altered substantially over this dissertation’ perd interest, and organizational identities

awaits future empirical inquiry.

In sum, these findings suggest an interrelatignbbiween category meanings,
organizational-level roles, and identities thatetes further exploration. Absent well-
formed organizational identities, the category meralmay be complacent with, and/or
defenseless to, external stakeholders’ attempldothe practices, purposes and
purposes that demarcate their category’s boundakdktitional research should examine
the interrelationships between patterned behavwoganizational identities, and category
change as this dissertation’s context hint at tesibility that, under some conditions,
organizational identity magot be deployed to counter category-level pressunes fo

change.
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LIMITATIONS

As previously mentioned, the Internet’s influemcethe category of travel agents
was unprecedented and, as such, represents aosituatvhich the phenomenon of
interest was readily observable but may limit teaayalizability of findings to other
contexts. In the following section | explore severfahis setting’s idiosyncrasies that
may have influenced if and how the organizatiomé&gory changed and may also have
implications for future empirical research. | begynconsidering the potential influence
that the service-based nature of this categoryonathe ability of environmental shifts to
alter the meanings assigned to the organizaticatabory. | then explore the possibility
that different types of changes (i.e., regulatorgl/ar socio-cultural) may influence
category meanings in different ways than technellgithanges. Lastly, | suggest a way
to differentiate between incremental and discomtirsuchanges and suggest promise for

future research in capturing disparate types ohges.

There are several reasons to suspect that bouodadjtions may exist that limit
the applicability of this dissertation’s findings a¢ther contexts. Researchers who have
explored organizational categories in cultural stdes (e.g., art, film, etc.) have been
clear to caution that the idiosyncrasies of thesgexts may limit their findings’
generalizability to alternative organizational sejs. Mezias and Mezias (2000)
summarize these findings and note that culturatecds are often comprised by many
small organizations that external stakeholders exjpoe and often reward for, deviating
from category norms. This, of course, contrasts wiainufacturing industries where
categories are often comprised of large bureauchiatns that are expected to comply
with industry-, or category-wide, standards. Innailgr vein, the category of travel
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agents exist is a service-based profession ang, tihel findings from my research may
not generalize to more industrialized contexts.ddgpicion is that product similarities
may take precedence when determining the meaninggegories that are comprised of
large-scale manufacturing organizations since dfn employ a high degree of
specialized labor and intra-organizational roles #re hard for non-employees to
observe. In a way, travel agents and other sebv@sed contexts lay bare their roles in a
fashion that allows members and external stakeh®ldecontinually observe their intra-

category roles and potentially directly influenbe frequency of their enactment.

In addition, although this dissertation attemptsdpture and analyze socio-
cultural, regulatory, and technological changespriimary goal was to understand the
influence of the Internet, as a specific technalafyshock, on an organizational category.
The mechanisms discovered to account for changiee toategory’s meaning (i.e., role
imposition, extraction, and recreation) may nopbesent in response to regulatory
and/or socio-cultural changes. Regulatory charfgesstance in King et al.’s (2010)
study of the Arizona school system, may alter oizgtion categories through a
mechanism that might be labelede homogenizatiofi.e., regulatory changes may
require multiple categories to adopt the same @esaround a standardized set of
products, practices, and purposes). Socio-cultivahges, for example in Kahl et al.’s
(2010) study of the category of jazz record prodsiceay instead alter stakeholders’
perceptions about extant roles that had previdosgn rejected and/or ignored by
consumers and/or other important stakeholders {esearchers might discover thale
acceptancexplains category-level changeshese contexts). In this dissertation, then, |

do not purport to have captured the entirety oflmacsm that explain category changes,
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| have simply proposed the mechanisms that besaiexghanges that occurred in my
focal category and that were primarily attributaldl@ technological change. Future work
should explore if these mechanisms also apply ¢esmultural and/or regulatory

changes and the additional role-based mechanisahsiilght account for changes in

these contexts.

Lastly, future work should further examine howathistinuous versus incremental
environmental changes influence category changeradtenance, and whether
differences arise if the nature of such changepmnearily economic, socio-cultural, or
technological. A potential lens for understandihgnd how different changes manifest
as radical changes or influence categories in nmaremental ways is to incorporate the
dimensions of products, practices, and purposestendoncept of legitimacy, which has
been used to explain processes that accompanyocategmation (Kennedy, et al.,

2010; Navis & Glynn, 2010).

Scholars could examine if changes that alter areyad the three dimensions of an
organizational category fundamentally alters mesitailities to obtain necessary
resources for their organization’s continued exis¢e In such circumstances, change
might be best understood as discontinuous. For pbarsocio-cultural changes seemed
to have recently legitimized the collective purpo$enicrofinance organizations in a
way that has radically altered that organizati@adégory’s legitimacy over the last
decade. Conversely, regulatory changes may beeipritcess of altering the practices of
various categories of organizations of energy pcedsiin ways that will threaten their
legitimacy in the years and decades to come. Horyvéhaccess to resources is not

immediately altered, as when regulation is foréstialcategory members will experience
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changes as more incremental, potentially settingasps or even decades of
reverberation. In my case, some changes were inatee@.g., those that, through
commissions, shaped new ticketing practices), wdtiers were drawn out (e.g., those
that relied on member’s self-concept of their ro@)ganizational researchers should to
be especially attuned to how environmental chadgésentially impact the viability
and legitimacy of a category’s extant productscpeas, and/or purposes, in order to

advance understanding of category change acrossedyof settings.

CONCLUSION

Travel agents represent one of many organizaticatagories that have, or will,
be fundamentally reshaped in response to onlinstgutes. Although travel agents do
seem to be regaining ground in the battle for tbaiegory’s meaning (i.e., the popular
media is increasingly using the label to refer#alitional agents) my interviewees
clearly indicated that confusion remains concernivegr core products, practices, and
purposes in a post-Internet era. Today’s travehegepresent a winnowing group of
survivors that were fortunate to have existed iri@when roles beside that of “booking
agent” were prevalent throughout their organizati@ategory. As a result, these older
travel agents had access to a repertoire of rogtroved instrumental in recreating the

category’s meaning in the aftermath of airline cassion cessations.

Although consumers seem to be rediscovering ttegoay’s value in light of an
increasingly impersonal and complicated travel smagbe, the category’s future remains
in doubt as many of its “mature” members rapidipraach the age of retirement. It is

my belief that the category’s continued existersceontingent upon travel agents’
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abilities to continually enhancing their roles asstuers,” “facilitators,” and “editors”
with new technologies (interviews indicated thabw2e0 technologies and increasing
global access to wireless data networks will cargito shape these roles) and, more
importantly, to attract new members that will peygage the category. As one agent
predicted, “the face of the industry is going ted&o be a lot younger than it is now. It's
going to have to go through another cycle. Thestoblviously are going to be different
and | think the agents that survive another temsyaee the people that have the vision to
accept change.” My findings suggest that the membka variety of organizational
categories now facing Internet competition neeshtmitor the products, practices, and
purposes that unify their collectives and the wiayshich these attributes are enacted
through roles and/or other patterned behaviordolng so, they can better predict the
ways in which their collective meaning is suscdpttb changes from the Internet and

areas that might constitute their future definition
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APPENDI X
INTERVIEW TEMPLATE

Overview of the Study: | am a doctoral student waylon a project that seeks to
understand if, and how, the Internet has changedtiofession of travel agents.

1. Please tell me about your career as a traveitaljew did you start? Did you change
positions throughout your career? Did you changeyggphic locations throughout your
career?

2. What other professions do/did travel agents @mgourself to?
3. What things distinguished you from these tydesrganizations and/or professions?

4. Describe a day in the life of a leisure traggr at a “brick and mortar” agency in the
early 1990s?

5. What did it mean to be an agent working forradependently owned agency in the
early 1990’s?

6. What term or metaphor best described traveltagerthe early 1990s?
7. Who was your competition in the early 1990s?

8. How was your profession viewed in the early 08¢

Consumers?

Airlines?

Cruise companies?

Other travel vendors?

---So fast-forwarding to 1996 and Travelocity cornaeshe scene:

9. How has the Internet changed what it means &tb@vel agent and what an agent
does?

What aspects have been added the profession? \8ffextta of the profession have been
lost?

10. When did you become aware of these changes?ditbthiese changes affect you?

11. Were there other instances that you can remewtieEn organizations or vendors
(non-agencies) used the Internet in ways that aiéhmghat it means to be a travel agent?

12. The same question but for agents.

154



13. Were there other events that you believe saamfly changed the profession (i.e.
what it means to be a travel agent)?

14. What other types of professions do travel ageainpare themselves to now?

15. Who is your competition now and how has thsngfed?

16. What does it mean to be an agent working fandependently owned agency now?
17. Is there a term or metaphor that better dessritavel agents now?

18. Now, how do you think your profession is viewsd

Consumers?

Airlines?

Cruise companies?

Other travel vendors?

19. What do you think is in store for the futuretli profession?

20. Do you foresee yourself in this professionGnygars?
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