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1. Introduction

This book is an inquiry into how firms organize themselves collectively 
through trade associations, chambers of commerce, and other types of organ-
izational devices, to carry out joint actions. The topic might seem marginal, 
yet it is important for our economies and modern societies. In the Middle 
Ages, guilds united artisans or merchants to protect their common interests 
and played a political role in cities and even throughout kingdoms. But, after 
the end of the eighteenth century, the firm began to be seen as an individual 
entity that operates on the market in competition with its rivals, with little 
cooperation between them. This situation has been reinforced by antitrust laws 
(competition policy in Europe) that prohibit certain collective trade practice, 
or closely supervise them in order to monitor the distribution of economic 
power and ensure healthy competition. Only in the relatively recent period 
– for example, for environmental reasons – has collective action taken place 
between firms (Rajwani, Lawton & Phillips, 2015).

This, situation, however, is highly nuanced. As early as the eighteenth 
century, when the modern economy took off, trade associations and chambers 
of commerce emerged. These two organizational forms spread quickly and on 
a large scale during the nineteenth century. Collective action between firms 
(Astley & Fombrun, 1983) is thus a surprisingly stable element in time, and 
consequently probably central to the economy and modern societies – some 
authors speak of a “corporative-associative order” (Streeck & Schmitter, 
1985a, 1985b). Because of antitrust laws, however, this collective action 
involves only non-market strategies (Baron, 2006, 2016) such as lobbying or 
influence. And, with the intervention of the state in the economy, especially 
during the two world wars, the phenomenon has strengthened considerably. 
The recent period, which saw the proliferation of charters and collective 
actions in the environmental field is not a real turning point, therefore – trade 
associations had already drafted charters on various problems at the beginning 
of the twentieth century and some trade associations were already dealing with 
waste management at that time (Naylor, 1921). The fact that firms, since they 
have existed, have always developed non-market forms of collective strategies 
tends to show that the phenomenon is socially, politically, and economically 
important.
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STATE OF THE ART ON FIRMS’ COLLECTIVE 
ACTION

The phenomenon of firms’ collective action is not new and has been well 
studied. Paradoxically, it remains little known. This derives from the fact that 
this knowledge is extremely dispersed between disciplines (history, political 
science, economics, management) and even sometimes within a discipline. 
Some historians, for example, have specialized in the history of trade asso-
ciations (Aldrich & Staber, 1988; Aldrich et al., 1994; Galambos, 1966; 
McCormick, 1996). Others have studied chambers of commerce (Bennett, 
1995, 2011; Lacombrade, 2002). But even when they have studied both (e.g., 
Bennett), they have not attempted to analyze them as belonging to a more 
general category – that of the devices organizing firms’ collective action 
(Berkowitz & Dumez, 2015). Moreover, historians have often not noted 
the emergence in the recent period of new forms of organizational devices 
(Berkowitz, Bucheli & Dumez, 2017).

Political science has focused its attention on interest groups (Berry & 
Wilcox, 2018). Among them are trade associations representing the interests 
of firms, but also others not involving firms (consumer associations, patients’ 
associations, environmental protection associations, etc.). The category there-
fore tends to amalgamate firm-specific interest groups with all other types. On 
the one hand, it illuminates the phenomenon that interests us by placing it in 
the context of the political philosophy inherited from the eighteenth century 
and the birth of the first modern democracies with the French and American 
Revolutions. It allows us to examine the impact of these groups, positive or 
negative, on the policies carried out in our democracies. It can be used in 
a symmetrical way at the economic level – Olson (1982), for example, opened 
up a field of research concerning the possible impact of interest groups, and 
in particular those that represent firms, on macroeconomic dynamics. On the 
other hand, the category “interest group” is too broad to account for the speci-
ficity of organizations representing firms.

In recent years, organization theory has produced an interesting concept for 
thinking about collective action between firms – that of the meta-organization 
(Ahrne & Brunsson, 2005, 2008; Berkowitz & Dumez, 2016; Gulati, Puranam 
& Tushman, 2012). A meta-organization is an organization whose members are 
organizations, not individuals. In this sense, trade associations and chambers 
of commerce belong to this category. Two features characterize this organiza-
tional form: there may be a level of competition between the meta-organization 
and its members (this can be the case between a firm and a trade association at 
the level of non-market strategies, such as lobbying, for example); moreover, 
meta-organizations depend heavily on some of their members (if a very large 
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company decides to leave the trade association that represents the sector, the 
latter cannot really claim to represent the entire sector any longer and may dis-
appear). The notion of meta-organization is therefore particularly useful as an 
empirical category and as a concept. Nevertheless, two problems arise. On the 
one hand, trade associations and chambers of commerce functioned through-
out the nineteenth century as clubs of business leaders and individual entre-
preneurs rather than organizations whose members were the firms themselves. 
It was not until the beginning of the twentieth century that trade associations 
and chambers of commerce became real meta-organizations – their members 
were no longer just business leaders but the companies themselves and they 
also acquired administrative staff. So, the notion of meta-organization applies 
to trade associations and chambers of commerce only from this point on. And, 
like the “interest group,” the notion of meta-organization does not just cover 
organizations supporting the collective action of firms. Ahrne and Brunsson 
(2005, 2008) give the examples of the United Nations’ Universal Postal Union 
and the European Union. For them, the states are organizations and, as such, 
the European Union and the Universal Postal Union are meta-organizations.

Several disciplines (history, political science, economics, organization 
theory, and management) have thus produced a body of knowledge about 
organizations of collective action between firms. But, if the knowledge is 
abundant, it is dispersed (these disciplines do not interact a great deal) and the 
object to be studied is not clearly delimited. Hence this book, which is based 
on three ideas. First, it is necessary to build an empirical category that sharpens 
the contours of the phenomenon. Second, we must provide a synoptic view, 
an overview, of this phenomenon to account for its diversity and its place in 
our societies. Finally, it is necessary to provide elements of understanding of 
the functioning of this particular type of organization – the meta-organization.

THE NOTION OF FIRMS’ COLLECTIVE ACTION 
DEVICE (FCAD)

Throughout this book, we will use the expression firms’ collective action 
device (FCAD). We will focus the analysis on the organizational devices 
that make collective action possible and efficient. Since the beginning of the 
modern economy, to organize their collective action firms have used two pro-
totypical forms of devices: the trade association and the chamber of commerce. 
It is as if companies and their leaders needed two things at once to function: to 
know what is happening in their industry and to defend the collective interest 
of this industry (hence the trade association); and to know what is happening 
in other sectors and act in the collective interest of all industries (hence the 
chamber of commerce). These two fundamental historical prototypes have 
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been stable organizational forms for more than two centuries, but they repre-
sent only a part of the diversity of FCADs.

In the recent period, meta-organizations have emerged, bringing together 
firms from a single industry (and therefore closer to the prototype of the trade 
association) but specialized in a particular type of problem – for example, 
environmental. Trade associations, on the other hand, intend to address all the 
problems faced by firms in the industry, not just a specific problem (Berkowitz 
et al., 2017). Next are multistakeholder FCADs, in which firms from various 
sectors (closer to the prototype of the chamber of commerce) often play a key 
role, but by interacting with other actors – states, non-governmental organ-
izations (NGOs), universities, research centers, and experts. We are now at 
the boundary of the notion of FCADs, since collective action is taken both 
between firms and between firms and other actors, which is the principle of 
multistakeholderism (Raymond & DeNardis, 2015; Utting, 2002). The notion 
of FCAD therefore allows us to cover the very diversity of organizational 
forms that collective action between firms can take, up to the boundary situ-
ation of multistakeholderism. The construction of this empirical category is 
the condition for understanding the phenomenon of collective action between 
firms. It brings together the two historical prototypes – the trade association 
and the chamber of commerce – and follows the emergence of more recent 
organizational forms. Using this category, it becomes possible to give a synop-
tic view of the phenomenon of collective action between firms.

GIVING AN OVERVIEW OF FIRMS’ COLLECTIVE 
ACTION

This synoptic view, as we can see, deals first with history – it is a question 
of following FCADs from their origin, of seeing how they turned into real 
meta-organizations at the beginning of the twentieth century, how the two 
world wars reinforced their role, and then how new forms emerged in the 
recent period. This historical approach makes it possible to put into perspective 
the theses according to which the phenomenon would be new or would take 
on a new scale. But this synoptic view is not reduced to history alone. It is 
important to understand what can be said about the impact of FCADs on the 
political functioning of modern democracies and on the dynamics of contem-
porary economies.

Many researchers argue that to solve current environmental and climate 
problems – meta-problems in Cartwright’s (1987) sense – requires the col-
lective action of firms and therefore the active involvement of FCADs (Nash, 
2002; Prakash & Potoski, 2007). On the one hand, there is nothing really new 
here, as Naylor’s (1921) reading shows. On the other hand, the theorists of 
modern politics and the American and French Revolutions (Madison and Le 
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Chapelier, respectively), directly inspired by Rousseau, accurately identified 
the potential problems posed by organized groups for the functioning of 
democracies – these groups can lean on governments, members of parliament, 
and public administrations to orient political decisions in the direction of their 
interests, to the detriment of other, less organized groups or communities. 
This is the case with the trade associations, often with significant financial 
means, with regard to the interests of the much more diffused and unorganized 
consumers. The French revolutionaries therefore decided to prohibit them and 
during most of the nineteenth century, trade unions and trade associations were 
banned in France.

Mancur Olson (1982) was the first economist to question the possible 
impact of FCADs on the dynamics of the economy. His central idea was that 
trade associations tend to multiply and become institutionalized over time, that 
they manage to divert the wealth produced by creating rent-seeking situations. 
Not only is the allocation of resources suboptimal, but growth tends to slow 
down. The robust growth of the defeated countries after World War II, that of 
Germany and Japan, could be explained by the destruction of FCADs at the 
time of the defeat. The empirical studies that followed, however, challenged 
the results obtained by Olson. Lynn and McKeown (1988), for example, 
showed the continuity of Japanese FCADs between the pre-war, war and 
post-war periods – in many industries they persisted, often with the same 
leaders, by just changing their name.

The overall impact of FCADs on state policies and economies appears 
difficult to assess. What the synoptic view of the phenomenon shows is that 
political action must be analyzed and evaluated at the level of subsystems 
(face-to-face engagement between a public administration and a trade asso-
ciation). At that level, an FCAD can play an important and decisive role in 
effectively defending the interests of a particular industry.

WITHIN FCADS: THEIR FUNCTIONING, THEIR 
DYNAMICS, THEIR WAYS OF ACTING

As underlined, this book attempts to bring together the scattered knowledge 
on the collective action of firms by focusing on the empirical category of 
FCADs. We must, however, go further and look more closely at these devices 
by conducting an analysis of their functioning, their dynamics, and their ways 
of acting.

From a methodological point of view, the task is not easy. FCADs, as we 
have seen, are diverse. Addressing this diversity by collecting data is both 
interesting and frustrating. Spillman (2012) did this for American trade associ-
ations. She has studied everything that these organizations produce in terms of 
information, which allows the processing of a mass of data, but, by making this 
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methodological choice, she did not have access to the internal functioning of 
the trade associations and their actions (lobbying and negotiations with public 
authorities, for example). We have chosen instead to study the case of a French 
trade association, the Syndicat des Énergies Renouvelables (SER) – the Trade 
Association of Renewable Energies. Of course, one case does not reflect the 
diversity of FCADs. At the same time, the methodological bet is that from 
one case, one can learn even limited lessons about all other cases – et ab uno 
disce omnes, as suggested by Virgil. Why was this case chosen? Taking a long 
perspective, as McCormick (1996) did, allows us to understand the dynamics, 
and in particular to highlight possible periods of dormancy in the functioning 
of an FCAD. On the other hand, the risk is not being able to interview the 
actors and to miss the way in which they live the functioning and the dynamics 
of the organization. And, taking a short perspective allows us to interview 
these actors but limits the possibility to study the dynamics of the organization 
during a sufficiently prolonged period. The SER was created in 1993. Our 
research took place from 2017 to 2019. So, 25 years elapsed between the 
creation of the trade association and our study. This duration is short enough 
to have allowed us to meet the actors who created the organization and all the 
chairpersons who have succeeded them. It is long enough to have given us 
the necessary time span to highlight the turning points in the dynamics of this 
device. It is often argued that a trade association “represents” an industry but, 
at the time of the creation of the organization the industry hardly exists, and, 
conversely, one might say that it is the trade association that makes the indus-
try exist as much as the industry gives birth to the trade association. It is from 
this case study that we have tried to understand the functioning of an FCAD as 
a meta-organization, its dynamics, and its forms of action.

In terms of functioning, the meta-organizations structuring the collective 
action of firms are very particular organizations. In some ways, they resemble 
traditional organizations – they have administrative staff, headed by a secretary 
general or a director general. On the other hand, the facts that the members are 
firms, that these members seek to avoid or limit any hierarchy between them, 
that the membership is voluntary and inexpensive, make these organizations 
profoundly different from a traditional organization, a firm, or even a univer-
sity or a hospital. They make their decisions based on long negotiations and 
consensus building, often being threatened with exit by members or a split with 
the creation of a new meta-organization. To understand this particular func-
tioning, we have mobilized the concept of heterarchy. Hierarchy presupposes 
vertical relations between the members of classical organizations, with obe-
dience from the lower echelon to decisions taken by the higher echelon (even 
if, in reality, things are much more complicated – what Mary Parker Follett 
had already observed well into the 1920s; see Parker Follett, 2013). On the 
other hand, heterarchy is based on horizontal relations, with the actors having 
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no power to impose something on others, the veto right often being applied, 
and decisions being taken following long and hard negotiations on the basis of 
a final consensus. There is probably no pure heterarchy, and, in practice – as is 
the case in meta-organizations – heterarchy and hierarchy combine. The diffi-
culty is to understand how. Nevertheless, the notion of heterarchy illuminates 
the functioning of meta-organizations.

But this functioning is not stable over time. Meta-organizations evolve 
and their dynamics must be accounted for. To deal with this problem, we 
analyzed the evolution of the SER over 25 years, relying on the experience of 
the actors we interviewed and using a cost–benefit model of collective action. 
Joining a trade association involves direct and indirect costs. The direct cost is 
essentially that of the contribution. It is typically low relative to the company’s 
turnover (and often small businesses pay proportionally less than larger ones). 
On the other hand, membership also implies indirect costs: the time spent by 
firms’ managers in board meetings, committees, task forces, and so on. This 
less visible cost can be high when there are a lot of ongoing negotiations. The 
benefits created by collective action are individual and collective. Individual 
benefits are the privileged access of the firm to information that may be 
important to it, the ability to make its voice heard, the possibility to favor or 
block a decision. All the firms that are members of the FCAD also garner 
collective benefits: if collective action improves the reputation of the industry 
as a whole, each firm benefits indirectly. Similarly, if a negotiation with the 
public authorities leads to a policy favoring the development of the industry or 
if it results in blocking a political measure that could have affected it, each firm 
benefits indirectly. The structure of these direct and indirect costs and of these 
individual or collective benefits evolves over time. It is the main explanatory 
factor of the complex dynamics of meta-organizations from their creation to 
their development, through their possible dormancy.

The study of the functioning of FCADs would not be complete if an analysis 
of their concrete action was not conducted. FCADs, since their emergence, 
combine a group of distinct functions, which can change over time. The two 
main ones are the exchange and production of information and the search 
for an influence on the political, institutional, and cultural environment that 
surrounds enterprises in general and industries in particular. The two are 
linked – no influence without the support of information and knowledge, no 
“pure” information and knowledge without the intention to influence. At the 
level of influence and lobbying, it is necessary to distinguish the relational, 
continuous action of FCADs at the relevant administrative and political levels, 
and the transactional action in the phases of intense negotiations with public 
authorities. Our analysis shows that the creation of dissymmetry of informa-
tion and knowledge between the meta-organization and the public authorities 
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is decisive here. Other actions are also sometimes carried out, such as training, 
research, or market studies.

ORGANIZATION OF THE BOOK

Part I aims to provide a synoptic view of firms’ collective action. Chapter 2 is 
historical; it presents a synthesis of the work of historians on the phenomenon 
since the emergence of trade associations and chambers of commerce up to 
the recent period. Chapter 3 examines the place of FCADs in contemporary 
democracies and economies, relying in particular on research in political 
science and economics.

Part II studies the trade associations and other meta-organizations that 
organize firms’ collective action. Chapter 4 analyzes FCADs as organiza-
tions of a particular type that combine heterarchy and hierarchy. Chapter 5 
examines the dynamics of a device since its birth, with its scaling-up phase, 
its potential dormancy, and the possible creation of another meta-organization 
through a split. Chapter 6 is devoted to what FCADs do. It introduces the 
distinction between core and non-core activities and, based on our case study, 
analyzes non-market collective strategies. Chapter 7 presents new forms of 
FCADs, comparing, in particular, two multistakeholder meta-organizations: 
the United Nations Global Compact (UNGC) and the Office Franco-Allemand 
pour la Transition Énergétique (OFATE – French-German Office for Energy 
Transition).

The conclusion returns to the synoptic approach and highlights the main 
results. This is followed by a methodological appendix that, taking stock of 
all the methodologies used by the different scientific disciplines to study the 
phenomenon of collective action between firms, specifies how our research 
was conducted.
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