Pretending the Mine Won’t Close:
How Community Actors Unintentionally Exacerbate Institutional Infrastructure Attrition

Changes to institutions are consequential for the actors associated with that institution. Institutions are not immutable (Ocasio, Mauskapf, & Steele, 2016; Scott, 2014) and scholars have demonstrated that even longstanding institutions decline and may resurge (Howard-Grenville, Metzger, & Meyer, 2013; Montgomery & Dacin, 2020). Extant work has outlined how actors have worked towards saving or revitalizing institutions (Kroezen & Heugens, 2019; Simons, Vermeulen, & Knoben, 2016), the argument being that pieces of institutional infrastructure lay around, ready to be reassembled into a supportive structuration that can support the continuation or revival of the institution or creation of new ones (Schneiberg, 2007). Yet to date scholars have explored how institutional infrastructure is built and maintained by actors, but not their role in decline. 
Institutional infrastructure, at the field level, reflects “the structuration of fields that occurs through interactions and institutional activity amongst actors” (Hinings, Logue, & Zietsma, 2017: 167). It includes the meanings, practices, identities, power structures, subject positions, and governance mechanisms. However, infrastructure is often omitted in discussions of change (e.g. Micelotta, Lounsbury, & Greenwood, 2017), as if the prior elaboration of infrastructure in a field is inconsequential. Yet institutions are historically constituted (Soulsby & Clark, 1996; Steele, 2021), leave remnants like people and practices (Kroezen & Heugens, 2019), and there is no such thing as an institutional-less social space (Bothello, Nason, & Schnyder, 2019). 
Studies that describe institutional infrastructure decline tend to have an antecedent lens and fairy-tale ending: scholars emphasize how actors ultimately saved, adapted, or replaced infrastructure (Greenwood, Suddaby, & Hinings, 2002; Micelotta & Washington, 2013). To date scholars have explored the early formation moments and the repair of institutions (Casasnovas & Ferraro, 2022; Crawford, Toubiana, & Coslor, 2023; Haxhi, Rivera-Santos, & Rufín, 2024), but less so the moments the institution is in decline. Many of the institutions that are the focus of prior scholarly work, however, nearly disappeared without a promise of revival at the time: as examples, Dutch beer practices almost went extinct (Kroezen & Heugens, 2019), Eugene, Oregon nearly lost its Track Town USA identity (Howard-Grenville et al., 2013), and the residents of South Bend, Indiana spent many years resenting the closed Studebaker Corporation automotive factory (Do, Lyle, & Walsh, 2019). 
What these studies have in common is a connection between the institutional infrastructure and survival of the institution. Yet despite a clear connection there is an incomplete understanding of the role of institutional infrastructure in bolstering or attenuating institutions. To look at this, I explore how the institutional infrastructure is maintained but looking at a case where it is not. Through an in-depth, longitudinal case study of a community in decline following the closure of nearby coal mines and power plants, I ask the question: why does an actor fail to work on the institutional infrastructure of an institution it relies on?  
To address this question, I take the perspective that structural weaknesses, or eroded holes, in institutional infrastructure are empirically observable as closure. I understand deinstitutionalization as the erosion, discontinuity, or decline of an institution (Hiatt, Sine, & Tolbert, 2009; Naumovska, Gaba, & Greve, 2021; Oliver, 1992). Closure is the observable event, an outcome and source of erosion. Erosion is the process of attrition of institutional infrastructure, including the disappearance of meanings, practices, identities, and governance mechanisms (Zietsma, Groenewegen, Logue, & Hinings, 2017). 
Empirically, I study how Wabamun, Alberta, has been and continues to respond to the decommissioning of nearby coal power plants. This community has faced multiple closures: in less than two decades, the community went from a booming coal town to loosing virtually all coal-related economic infrastructure. Table 1 contains a summary of the data collected so far for this multi-year observational case study. Observations occurred weekly from November 2021 to June 2022 and intermittently since June 2022. Interviews were done with a mix of opportunistic and purposeful sampling (Creswell, 2013). The interviews were semi-formal and revolved around three themes: who is considered part of their community, what defined their or other communities (e.g. activities, locations, futures), and how they and their community understood and engaged with closure. I have also collected documents, media articles, and the results of three local surveys conducted about the area’s transition. These data streams will be triangulated, as is best practice for case study research (Myers, 2013; Stake, 2000; Yin, 2009).

Table 1. Data Collected (updated September 4, 2025)
	Data
	What’s included
	Where from?

	Observation Notes 
	Notes taken during and after participation and non-participant observation in Wabamun
	221 hours of field observations between November 2021 and September 2025. Observations took place at Wabamun Lions Bowling Lanes, Wabamun Library, Wabamun Lion’s Meetings, Wabamun Watershed Management Council Board Meetings, Parkland County Council Meetings and other locations around town and county.
*Does not include time spent in interviews

	Interviews
	50 formal interviews 
6 exploratory interviews
	See Table 2, available upon request (not included to preserve confidentiality)

	Documents
	56 documents (as of September 2023)
	Reports about Wabamun, Highvale Mine, the Wabamun area, coal mining in Alberta

	Media Articles
	2425 articles (as of May 2025)
	Pulled from Proquest using search “Wabamun” (not in full text), includes duplicates

	Survey Data
	3 surveys (150-450 responses each) collecting demographic and qualitative data
	Collected as part of the consultation for Wabamun Area Vision planning.


	Early data analysis suggests that institutional infrastructure plays an important role for the community as it manages this largescale erosion. Interim findings suggest erosion is perpetuated through feigned-ignorance: failure to acknowledge a closure will cause erosion, resulting in perpetuation (and sometimes catalyzing) of further erosion. When eroding infrastructure is spotted (or, more accurately, the spotted erosion is acknowledged) two reactionary processes occur in response to the holes in institutional infrastructure caused by erosion: internal rebranding and external dissent. Narrative scavenging is reactionary and involves assessing what is being lost to erosion and attempting to fill these holes in real time with whatever infrastructure materials happen to be around. External dissent, on the other hand, refers to resistance to using non-community infrastructure to patch infrastructure holes. These findings point to a richer understanding of how institutional infrastructure is eroded before and during institutional decline. 
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