
How to Use the Book

This book provides a concise summary of the main topics, theories and
issues in organization theory (OT). It also provides guidelines on how to
make sense of course material, why it is important, and how to apply
the theories and concepts to the design and management of organiza-
tions. It does not replace your textbook or lectures, which will go into
the various aspects of organization theory in more detail, but it is
designed as a supplementary text to be used to facilitate learning and
enable you to get the most from your textbook and lectures. It also pro-
vides you with essential help revising for your course exams, preparing
and writing course assessment materials, and enhancing your knowl-
edge and thinking skills in line with course requirements. You may want
to glance through it quickly, reading it in parallel with your course syl-
labus, and note where each topic is covered in both the syllabus and the
Companion. The Companion will help you to anticipate exam ques-
tions, and gives guidelines on what your examiners will be looking for.
It should be seen as a framework in which to organize the subject
matter, and to extract the most important points from your textbooks,
lecture notes and other learning materials on your course.

There are a number of textbooks on organization theory and not all
of them take the same approach. Some deal with OT from a systems and
contingency perspective (e.g., Child, 2005; Daft, 2007; Jones, 2007),
some take a critical or postmodern perspective (Hassard and Parker,
1993) or a multiple perspectives approach (Hatch with Cunliffe, 2006;
Morgan, 1997; Scott, 1992). Your textbook might be an edited volume,
with chapters written by different authors (e.g., Clegg and Hardy, 1998;
Reed and Hughes, 1992). It’s impossible to cover all of the variations in
this Course Companion. But we will focus on what is generally regarded
as mainstream OT based on structuralist (organizations as objects)
and contingency approaches, which formed the bulk of organization
theory (and still does in the US) until 20 years ago, when European

part one

introducing your companion

Cunliffe-3623-Part One.qxd  9/11/2007  4:38 PM  Page 1



organization theorists began to explore different perspectives. This work
began to address critical issues in organizations and organization theory,
previously unconsidered: gender, race, ethnicity, the relationship
between knowledge and power, organizations as socially constructed
rather than objective entities, technoscience, the role and legitimacy of
organizations in society, Marxist critiques, and so on. We will look at
some of these contemporary approaches to OT in each chapter. If you
are using a structuralist contingency-based book, this might whet your
appetite to look at alternative approaches. If you are using a non-
structuralist contingency book, this might help you make sense of some
quite challenging concepts and ideas! Whichever textbook you are using,
this Course Companion will help you fit all the pieces together and under-
stand how OT actually applies to ‘real’ organizations. Whichever textbook
you are using, the basics are the basics: you should read the Companion in
parallel with your textbook and identify where subjects are covered in
more detail in both your text and in your course syllabus. 

Having taught Organization Theory for over 20 years to both under-
graduate and graduate students, I understand the problems, issues and
concerns that students have about the topic. These include: OT is an
overly theoretical subject; that there is a lot of information to grasp; that
the terminology is confusing; and that OT has no practical relevance.
The book addresses these concerns, and is designed around my experi-
ence of what you need to know to get the most from the learning expe-
rience, deal with the problems you might encounter in trying to
understand OT, and help you navigate the course assessment process. So
use it as a study guide. Part 3 provides some great information on study
skills in general: how to organize yourself to get the most out of lectures,
to contribute effectively to seminars, and how to study for and write
papers and exams. It’s a good idea to read Part 3 before your course
starts, because then you can be proactive in managing your learning
process. It will make life much easier!

Part 2 relates specifically to organization theory. It provides a frame-
work for understanding the field, reviews the essentials of OT, and offers
a way of integrating the various topics. Each section takes one or more
of the main topics covered in OT textbooks, and focuses on: ‘What do I
need to know about [the topic] – and why?’

In order to answer this question, the chapters cover: 

1Key concepts: a summar y of the main theories, key themes,
issues and what you need to know about the topic. How these fit

together to help managers understand, design and manage organiza-
tions more ef fectively. Practical examples to aid your understanding
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and emphasize how managers use, or could use, the theoretical
material.

2Contemporar y approaches: current ideas and dif ferent approaches
and theories relating to the topic.

3An integrative case: to help make the concepts more meaningful
and help you understand how to apply them.

4Using the material: study tips and potential essay questions with
ideas about how to answer them.

5Taking it fur ther: Key questions, alternative approaches and
debates on the topic.

You can use Part 2 in one of two ways, and this will depend on your
preferred method of studying. You might find it helpful to read each
section before you read your textbook and attend class or seminars. This
will give you an overview of the topic prior to getting into the more
detailed material in your textbook. Sometimes, if you understand the
overall context and why the topic is important, it’s easier to fit in the
details. A second approach might be to read your textbook first, and then
read this book, to help you pull out the key issues and apply the con-
cepts. Find the approach that makes most sense to you. 

Part 3 provides some great information on study skills in general: how
to organize yourself to get the most out of lectures, to contribute effec-
tively to seminars, and how to study for and write papers and exams. It’s
a good idea to read Part 3 before your course starts, because then you can
be proactive in managing your learning process. It will make life much
easier! There then follows a glossary of terms and references.

Before we jump into our introduction to organization theory, I want
to offer a general guideline that I give to all of my OT students:

Keep up with your reading as assigned by your instructor – there is a lot of
material, and if you get behind it’s difficult to catch up. Your lectures will also
make a lot more sense if you know what the main theories and ideas are before
you attend. And if you don’t understand any of them – you can then ask.

What is Organization Theory (OT) and Why Study It?

OT is a range of theories and models that attempt to explain how orga-
nizations function and relate to the environment. The driving force
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behind OT is the idea that if we understand this, then we can design
organizations in such a way that they operate:

• Efficiently – utilizing their resources in a cost-effective way
• Effectively – achieving their goals 
• Responsibly – in a way that respects the community, society and the environment.

OT differs from organizational behaviour in three main ways: OT
focuses on organizations – OB on people in organizations; OT takes a
macro organizational perspective – OB looks at more micro behavioural
processes; OT is concerned with structures, systems and processes – OB
with the perceptions and behaviour of individuals and groups.

The term ‘organization’ implies that there is some sort of structure
and order to the way things are done, and definitions often centre
around the idea that organizations are entities in which individuals
coordinate their actions to achieve specific goals. They can be small
family-owned businesses or multinational corporations, for-profit or
non-profit, private or public, service or product oriented, government
agencies …. We experience organizations on a daily basis as we go to
college, buy a house, travel on holiday, eat in a restaurant, or visit a
hospital. However, even though we come into contact with various parts
of an organization (customer service, administration, accounting, etc.),
we probably don’t think about how these parts work together, unless
we have a problem – when we don’t receive the expected service, or
the product we’ve purchased is faulty – which means something in the
organization isn’t functioning the way it should be. 

Many students think OT is a particularly theoretical and abstract dis-
cipline, when in fact it’s quite the opposite. Many of the theories are
based on studies of what happens in organizations, so they are grounded
in practice. And even though they may not be aware of it, managers use
organization theory every day as they think about ways of organizing
the work in their department (division of labour), about how the work
needs to be coordinated with work in other departments (integration),
about how to create a work environment that encourages organizational
members to work together towards goals (culture), and so on. But unless
they have studied OT, they might not have the explicit and systematic
knowledge to enable them to do this in the most effective way. So OT
gives managers a range of theories, concepts, models and tools, they can
use to diagnose problems and help their department and organization
function more effectively.

ORGANIZATION THEORY4
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It’s particularly important for managers to understand the various
elements involved in designing effective organizations – how to create a
structure and culture that balance external and internal demands,
allows the organization to create value, and ensures its long-term
survival. Ineffective organization structure reduces productivity and
competitiveness, and can lead to low morale as employees struggle to
achieve their goals. An effective organization structure and design
allows organizational members to:

• Deal with contingencies such as changing technology, markets and competition.
• Gain a competitive advantage by developing the core competencies and strate-

gies to enable them to outperform other companies.
• Work in an effective, supportive and responsive environment.
• Increase efficiency and innovation.

Let’s begin with an example. 

You own and manage a restaurant in your local town, which can seat up to 80
people, and is open for lunch and dinner. You serve an international cuisine,
the price range of an entrée is moderate to high, and you offer elegant décor
and a romantic atmosphere. You employ a staff of 30 people, which includes
an Assistant Manager, chef and cooks, bar staff, waitpersons, cleaner and a
cashier.

There is currently no real competition, with only a McDonald’s and a
Chinese restaurant in the town, but you hear rumours that there may be a
new chain restaurant opening soon…

You are already using organization theory in considering:

1What’s going on in terms of legal requirements, the national and
local economy, competition, the availability of a skilled labour

pool, etc., that might af fect your restaurant (i.e., the environment).

2How to best organize the work and coordinate the activities of
your employees to make sure your customers enjoy their dining

experience and return again and again (structure and design).

3What equipment you need, and how to design your restaurant lay-
out so that you are using the space you have most ef ficiently and

aesthetically. In other words, waitstaf f have easy access to cus-
tomers and the kitchen, and customers find the dining atmosphere
and experience a pleasant one (technology).

5INTRODUCING YOUR COMPANION
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4How you want staf f to interact with each other and the customers
(culture).

5How you are going to manage the organization (power, control,
decision making, making changes)

We will use this example throughout the book to illustrate the
concepts in each chapter and to show how you can apply them in
organizations.

Studying Organization Theory

When teaching OT, I emphasize three issues that students find helpful:

• We are studying individual topics, but everything is interrelated
• No theory is complete, no one theory applies in every situation, nor is it an

accurate description of the way organizations really are – theory is a lens or
framework for viewing the world. 

• When reading about the theories, think about how they might apply to organi-
zations with which you are familiar – either as an employee, a customer, a stu-
dent or a volunteer.

Interrelatedness

Whichever textbook you are reading, and whoever is teaching the
course, you will be studying OT as a number of topics, perspectives or
issues. It’s important to keep in mind that even though you might be
studying these separately, everything interrelates. One way of thinking
about OT is as a jigsaw puzzle in which all the pieces have to fit to form
the whole picture.

So while you might be discussing one aspect of OT per class – struc-
ture, control, environment – try to relate the topics to each other. For
example, the organization’s environment will influence which structure
will be most effective; structure and culture are closely linked; the forms
of control that are most appropriate will depend on the structure and
culture, and so on. As we work through each topic we will emphasize
this interconnectivity. OT starts to make sense from both a theoretical
and a practical perspective when you understand that everything needs
to fit together for an organization to be effective.

ORGANIZATION THEORY6
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Theory as a lens

Also, remember that while many of the theories are based on actual
studies of organizations, they offer a lens, or way of thinking about orga-
nizations, rather than describing the way organizations really function.
In other words theories are a researcher’s (or group of researchers) way

7INTRODUCING YOUR COMPANION
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Figure 1 An overview of OT
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ORGANIZATION THEORY8

of analysing what they see. You will find that different theories will offer
different ways of thinking about the same issue, some are contradictory,
and some might be more helpful than others when trying to understand
an organization you are studying or are working in. Each organization
operates under its own unique set of circumstances. Theories are most use-
ful if you use different ones to give you different perspectives on what
might be happening in your organization. This is the value of OT – by
using different lenses you will broaden your understanding about how
organizations can be designed and managed in more effective ways. 

The application of theories

Finally, as you read your textbook, look for practical examples of the
ideas you are studying. If you are currently employed, think about
how the theories relate to your own organization. If you are a full-time
student, think about your experience as a customer, a patient or a client.
Look for examples of various organizations on the Internet. Most
large companies have their own websites, which include information
on their goals, vision statements, business strategy, policy statements
(e.g. social responsibility). At the end of each section I will suggest fur-
ther resources – so check these out, they can make abstract concepts
more real.

A brief History of organization theory

Organization Theory has a long history and draws on a number of aca-
demic disciplines; sociology, economics, political science, philosophy.
Your textbook may or may not discuss the history of OT, but it is impor-
tant in giving you an overview of work in the field, and in understand-
ing why OT scholars take different approaches. Table 1 summarizes the
main approaches, their focus, key scholars and the main principles you
need to know.

Early work in the field was not classified as Organization Theory,
because OT wasn’t recognized as a discipline until the 1960s.

Classical and scientific management (1900 onwards)

Classical and scientific management perspectives emerged at a time
when big business was growing along with a concern for increasing
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efficiency through the standardization of production. They draw on
the work of both academics (sociologists, administrative theorists and
economists) and practitioners interested in finding ways to manage
organizations more efficiently. Classical management theory aims to
find the ‘one best way’ to manage through the application of scientific
methods and universal principles. Two main contributors to the classi-
cal approach are Fayol (1919/1949) and Weber (1924/1947). Taylor
(1911) is regarded as the founder of scientific management. Both of
these approaches are still in evidence in today’s organizations.

Fayol (a French CEO) listed the functions of management as plan-
ning, organizing, coordinating commanding, and controlling. He also
identified 14 principles of management he believed would lead to orga-
nizational efficiency and effectiveness. These included:

• Unity of command: one person – one boss
• Authority: the right to give orders
• Discipline: obedience, respect

Max Weber (a German sociologist) also addressed the issue of structure
in his theory of bureaucracy – an organization structure in which
members work according to pre-set, standardized rules and procedures.
He identified a number of principles of a bureaucratic organization that
would ensure fairness and rationality:

• Rational-legal authority: authority based on position not on individual factors.
• Decisions and positions based on technical competence.
• A hierarchy of authority and responsibility with clearly specified descriptions.
• Clear vertical chain of command.
• Formal written rules and procedures to control performance, with training in

job requirements.
• Written records, rules, policies, procedures, etc....
• Impersonal relationships among career professionals.

You will probably find reference to Weber’s work in the sections on orga-
nization structure and design because these principles often underlie
functional structures, and are prevalent in government organizations. In
the US, the staffing operation of the federal government is based on the
Merit System, which specifies how all aspects of human resource man-
agement be carried out – hiring, job classification, promotion, disci-
pline, etc.

Taylor’s (1911) notion of scientific management focused on the most
efficient way to manage. He believed that the goal of management

ORGANIZATION THEORY10
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should be to secure the maximum prosperity for both the employer
and employee, and that this could be achieved by applying scientific
principles to work methods and to management. He stated that
managers need to analyse work using scientific methods, select, train
and develop workers for each job, cooperate with the workers to
ensure the work is being done correctly, that managers should manage
and workers work, i.e., workers should have no control. Over time, his
ideas had a worldwide impact on organizations and management.
Prior to Taylor’s book, there had been no real published formalized
guidelines for managing organizations and work – scientific manage-
ment offered a systematic approach that managers could apply to their
own organization.

Systems Theory (1950 onwards)

Systems Theory offers a way of studying how organizations function,
and is a model used by a number of OT textbooks. The organization is
represented as an open system, which is goal oriented, and operates as
an input–output model transforming resources such as money and
materials into products or services. As a system, the organization has a
number of characteristics:

• An open system continually adapts to changes in the environment
• It consists of a number of interdependent subsystems (functions, depart-

ments, processes such as decision making, information, production) that
interact to form the whole.

• It strives for equilibrium, balancing its inputs and outputs to maintain a steady
flow of activity.

• It creates feedback mechanisms to enable this process to occur.

You can usually identify systems theories if they talk about interre-
lated subsystems, feedback mechanisms, adaptation, etc. One variation,
socio-technical systems theory, emphasizes the role of people in the
system. The work of the Tavistock Institute (UK), in particular Trist and
Bamforth’s (1951) study of the British coal mining industry, has been
influential in drawing attention to the relationship between technology,
social relationships, morale and performance. They suggested (back in
the 1950s!) that autonomous work groups may not be the most techni-
cally efficient way of organizing work, but led to higher productivity
and worker satisfaction. Woodward (1965) continued this work in the
area of technology and organizational design.

11INTRODUCING YOUR COMPANION
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Contingency theory (1960s onwards)

Contingency theory emphasizes there is no ‘one best way’ (as in the
classical and scientific management approaches) and suggests that man-
agement and organizational practices will depend on the characteristics
of each situation. In other words, finding the appropriate organization
structure will depend on many factors including the environment, the
task and technology, people etc. You will come across a number of
contingency-based studies in your textbook, especially looking at the
relationship between the environment, organization structure and
design, technology and strategy. Look for the approach, ‘in X set of
circumstances/particular situation – then Y will be most appropriate, in
M – then N will apply…’, because this is often an indication that a con-
tingency approach is being used.

While these approaches have been a major part of OT for years, and
still are (especially in the US), there are more contemporary perspectives
to consider. Some textbooks (e.g., Child, 2005; Daft, 2007; Jones, 2007)
do not address these because they explicitly take a systems and contin-
gency approach. Others (e.g., Hatch with Cunliffe, 2006; Morgan, 1997;
Watson, 2006) incorporate contemporary perspectives. Whether your
textbook does or doesn’t, you may be interested in reading about them
because they do offer different ways of thinking about organizations.

Why different perspectives?

Let’s go back to 1979 and the publication of a book by British organiza-
tion theorists Gibson Burrell and Gareth Morgan called Sociological
Paradigms and Organizational Analysis. This book had a major impact on
the discipline because the authors claimed that scholars actually took
different and often competing approaches to the study of OT based on
their assumptions about the nature of science (e.g., is reality real or is it
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created in the ways we talk about the world, are we free-willed individ-
uals or are our lives determined by the environment?) and the nature of
society (is society characterized by unity and consensus or conflict and
change?). They suggested that studies of organizations could be placed
in one of four paradigms (ways of viewing the world): 

1Functionalist: organizations as objects of rationality and ef ficiency,
mainly structuralist and contingency approaches.

2Interpretivist: organizations as emerging in social practices.

3Radical humanist: the relationship between organizations and
human consciousness (alienation, self-fulfillment, emancipation).

4Radical structuralist: how organizations, managerial ideologies
and systems of production oppress the working class.

This sparked an ongoing debate known as the paradigm wars, as OT
scholars argued for one paradigm over another. But despite being con-
troversial, the book offered a way of mapping various approaches to
organization theory and paved the way for alternative perspectives that
added to the richness of the field. You will get a sense of what these per-
spectives have to offer as you read on…

Some perspectives to consider

Some textbooks, particularly those taking a multiple perspectives
approach (e.g., Hatch with Cunliffe, 2006; Morgan, 1997), look at addi-
tional approaches to the main classical, systems and contingency
approaches. Gareth Morgan’s influential book, Images of Organization
(1997) was one of the first books to draw attention to the need to study
organizations from different perspectives. Morgan suggested that orga-
nization theories are based on metaphors, or ways of seeing the world.
He identified eight metaphors:

1Organizations as Machines: rational, ef ficient, hierarchical,
mechanistic, Classical and scientific management.

2Organizations as Organisms: open systems adapting to environ-
mental demands. Systems and contingency theories.

13INTRODUCING YOUR COMPANION
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3Organizations as Brains: learning, sharing information and knowl-
edge, questioning the ways in which things are done Cybernetics.

4Organizations as Cultures: with shared visions, values, rituals,
stories, subcultures. Social constructionism and enactment.

5Organizations as Political Systems: systems of power and conflict
because of dif ferent interests and agendas.

6Organizations as Psychic Prisons: involving the unconscious,
patriarchy, repressed sexuality – both destructive and creative.

7Organizations as Flux and Transformation: complex, non-linear,
self-organizing systems characterized by contradiction. Chaos and

complexity theor y.

8Organizations as Instruments of Domination: in which people are
alienated, have to comply to corporate interests, are repressed

and exploited. Mar xist perspectives.

He suggested that by viewing organizations in this way we can see them
differently and find new ways of designing and managing them.

Two other perspectives you may come across are social construction-
ist (or symbolic) and postmodern perspectives. Both of these require a
philosophical understanding – because they think about the nature of
reality and knowledge in very different ways. Classical, scientific man-
agement, systems and contingency approaches assume that reality exists
independently from people, and that knowledge is based on identifying
facts about what is happening and developing theories, general princi-
ples and models so that we can predict and manage what happens in the
future. As you will see if you read further, social constructionist and
postmodern perspectives are based on a different set of assumptions and
different ways of viewing organizations. Your textbook may not cover
these perspectives – but you might find they offer interesting ways of
thinking about organizations!

Social constructionist approaches (1960s onwards)

Social constructionist-based work has become increasingly popular
within organization studies over the last 20 years. The story began
with Berger and Luckmann’s influential book The Social Construction of

ORGANIZATION THEORY14

Cunliffe-3623-Part One.qxd  9/11/2007  4:38 PM  Page 14



Reality (1966), in which they argued that social realities are created and
maintained in social interaction and conversations with others, rather
than in structures. The central theme of social constructionism is:

‘Social objects are not given in the world but constructed, negotiated,
reformed, fashioned, and organized by human beings in their efforts to make
sense of happenings in the world.’ Sarbin and Kitsuse, 1994: 3

Karl Weick (1969, 1995) popularized social constructionist approaches
to organization theory with his ideas about enactment and sensemaking.
He suggested that managers enact organizations as they try to make sense
of the uncertain situations they find themselves in. The organization and
its structure, systems and processes don’t exist as objects separate from
people – they are created as organizational members talk about what
they think is happening and what needs to be done. So organizing is
really a sensemaking activity – as organizational members try to make
sense of their surroundings, they form mental images or maps that high-
light particular aspects of their experience. When these are shared they
become part of what we think is our organizational reality. However,
these features and images did not exist before – they are created by
people in their conversations and other forms of communication. 

If you are interested in this approach, in addition to Weick’s work, you
may want to read Boje (1991), Watson (2001), or Law’s (1994) work. Tony
Watson spent a year working alongside managers in an organization, and
explores how they made sense of their experience and constructed their
identities in their conversations. John Law studied how employees work-
ing in a laboratory tried to create organization and social order through
stories, conversations, technology, written texts, buildings, etc.

Postmodern approaches (1980s onwards)

Postmodernism is a complex field of study drawing on the work of Karl
Marx and critical theorists, and poststructuralist work in the area of lan-
guage and philosophy. The latter draws on the work of Saussure (a lin-
guist), Jean-Francois Lyotard, Michel Foucault (a French philosopher)
and Jacques Derrida (another French philosopher). It is impossible to
summarize all the main ideas of postmodernism for two main reasons:
it requires an understanding of linguistics and philosophy, and post-
modern ideas are wide ranging. So let me pick out some key ideas that
underlie postmodern approaches to organization theory:
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• There is no fixed, commonly understood, external social reality, only images,
fragmented views and performances.

• Organizations are created and maintained in linguistic conventions (created
by language not by people), simulations, arenas of conflict where some
groups have power over, and oppress, other groups.

• Knowledge is not rational and universal. Knowledge does not lead to enlight-
ened civilization and progress – but to the domination and marginalization of
groups.

• Meanings are not fixed in words, but slip and slide depending on how they are
used in particular contexts.

• We need to deconstruct ‘texts’ (readings, actions, organizations, etc.) to
uncover different readings, hidden power relations, and how groups are mar-
ginalized and repressed.

Postmodernists argue that organizations are performances and simula-
tions, characterized by uncertainty, complexity and contradiction.

As you can see, this is a very different way of looking at the purpose
of organizations, the way they operate and their impact!

This brief historical foray sets the scene for the topics and theories
you will encounter in your textbook, and will help explain why partic-
ular studies took the approach they did. So, as you work through
each section and encounter different ideas and theories, see whether
they take a scientific management approach (this is the best way),
a systems approach (finding an optimum balance between inputs and
outputs), a contingency approach (it all depends on…), a social con-
structionist approach (organizations are enacted in interaction and
conversations or a postmodern approach (organizations as fragmented
and oppressive). 

Before finishing this section I want to address one topic that will be
covered in your textbook, but probably not in Chapter 1. I will explain
why in the next section.

Decision Making

Many OT textbooks have a separate chapter on decision making, usually
towards the end of the book. I’ve always found it easier to cover deci-
sion making in the first or second class because I can reinforce the learn-
ing points throughout the course as we discuss structure, strategy, etc. If
your course includes case studies and group work, then you are often
problem solving and making decisions in your group. So an understand-
ing of the process of decision making can help put both case study con-
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tent and your own approach to decision making in perspective. What
are some of the key aspects of decision making? We will look at differ-
ent types and approaches to decision making, and in the latter, consider
the factors influencing the decision-making process.

Decision making is basically the process of making a choice from a
variety of alternatives. It can occur in response to a problem, or it may
relate to a desire to increase effectiveness or innovate. There are two
types of decisions in an organization:

1Programmed: decisions made on a regular basis with procedures,
rules, or routines for dealing with them. For example, how to deal

with employee complaints or grievances, how students apply for
financial aid, the rules relating to educational reimbursement and
tuition assistance for employees, operating procedures, and so on.
The more decisions are programmable, the easier they are to deal
with. Bureaucracies thrive on programmed decisions because they
ensure consistency, fairness and control, and if the organization
operates in a relatively stable environment, then decisions can be
programmed because few new problems arise.

2Unprogrammed: these are unique, one-of f decisions for which there
are no rules or procedures. These decisions require more ef for t and

energy and the solution is by no means guaranteed. These may include
developing new products, making strategic decisions about whether to
diversify or move into new markets, and dealing with new unexpected
operational problems. As you will see in the section on structure and
design, matrix structures are designed to deal with unprogrammed deci-
sions because they operate in changing environments.

Of course we like to think that both organizations and individuals make
decisions on a rational basis, but this is not always the case, as you will
see in the various models below.

The rational model

This model is based on the idea that a rational, step-by-step approach
to problem solving and decision making will yield the optimum answer.
Rational models vary in the number of steps they include, but generally
these involve: identifying and defining the problem, getting facts and
determining the goal, generating and evaluating alternative solutions,
choosing the best alternative, implementing the decision, and evaluating
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its success. This can make the decision-making process more systematic,
for example, we have a tendency to jump to generating solutions before
we’ve really defined the problem or got all the information we need
about the problem. If you are working on a case study in a group, think
about how you analyse the case and arrive at recommendations – do you
adopt a rational approach? However, we often find ourselves dealing
with unprogrammed decisions, with constraints that might prevent us
from getting all the information we need, or the outcomes may be so
uncertain that it’s difficult to evaluate alternatives. This leads us to the
next model.

The carnegie model

In the 1950s and 1960s American administrative theorists James March,
Herbert Simon and Richard Cyert developed the Carnegie model, which is
based on the argument that the rational model doesn’t really consider the
realities of organizational decision making – that it is often subject to
incomplete information, different perceptions and conflict over goals and
resources. They suggested that the decision-making process involves:

1Satisficing: managers don’t (or can’t) get all the facts, and they
don’t identify all the possible alternatives but use rules of thumb

or select a satisfactor y (not necessarily the optimum) solution. This
is especially the case in unprogrammed decisions.

2Bounded rationality: we are rational within the bounds of our per-
ception, our knowledge, our experience, and the time we have

available. This influences our ability to deal with complex problems
and means that what is ‘rational’ will var y for each person.

3Coalitions: organizational members with similar interests group
together to influence the decision-making process in their favour.

The final decision might reflect the interests of the most dominant
alliance.

So the Carnegie model is suggesting that decision making is a political
rather than a rational process – think of decisions made in your depart-
ment and organization where negotiating occurred between people, and
trade-offs made in return for support.
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The incremental model

Henry Mintzberg argued that organizational decisions are not usually
radically new or different, but are based on a number of small choices
made at different times in response to different issues that emerge.

The garbage can model

Think of an organization as having a number of goals, problems, solu-
tions, opportunities, problem solvers, coalitions, skills and expertise, all
floating around. One day, a problem solver is tinkering around with
some production equipment and discovers accidentally that a minor
adjustment results in a major improvement in product quality. This is
an example of the garbage can approach, which is based on the idea that
decision making doesn’t necessarily follow a logical sequence, but that
solutions can be proposed before problems are identified, problems may
persist without being solved, or a decision can be made that leads to
problems. Of course this may or may not result in the best decision – but
this form of decision making occurs and it’s important to recognize
when it works and when it doesn’t.

As you read through the sections on strategy and organization struc-
ture, think about the types of decisions being made, and what structures
might be best suited to deal with particular types of decisions. When
you are analysing case studies, try to identify the types and approaches
to decision making that are used in the case. And finally, think about
your own approach to decision making when working on case studies;
do you use a rational, Carnegie, garbage can approach? In all of these sit-
uations, the key is deciding whether the model being used is appropri-
ate to the type of problem and situation being addressed. This brings us
back to why we need to study OT – because it can give us the knowledge
and tools to be able to evaluate whether the organization and organiza-
tional members are working in the most effective way.

USING THE MATERIAL

Even though this is an introduction and overview of OT, it can provide you
with information you can use in discussions, case study analysis, papers
and exams. Some typical questions you may be asked to consider include:
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“1 Why do managers need to understand organization theory?”
When answering this question think not only of the general reasons we’ve identi-

fied in this section, but also look at the various OT topics such as structure,

design, technology, power etc. and you will find reasons why managers need to

understand each. Give examples of some of the theories that are useful and why. 

“2 Discuss how the various approaches (perspectives, metaphors) to
organization theory can contribute to the design and management of
organizations today.”
The answer to this question will obviously depend on which textbook you are using:

Morgan’s metaphors, Hatch’s perspectives, Scott’s rational, natural and open sys-

tems etc. It’s important to discuss how the different metaphors or perspectives or

approaches highlight the limitations of seeing the world from one perspective and

can help managers: ‘read’ situations differently; analyse complex situations more

effectively; be open to alternative ways of thinking about, designing and managing

organizations. Give examples of how different metaphors (etc.) can offer different

views on particular issues or topics such as power or strategy.

“3 ‘No decision is ever rational.’ Discuss.”
Talk about what the rational approach to decision making is; why it doesn’t

always work; what alternative approaches exist; and give examples of decisions

where more creative approaches might need to be taken, or where a manager

might satisfice or build coalitions.

In addition to answering specific questions on this material, you
can incorporate it in essays on other topics as background material.
I call this using material ‘in passing’ – it’s not directly related to the topic
or question but provides additional useful information. For example,
in a paper on strategy you can mention that a particular decision is
an example of unprogrammed decision making, or that senior managers
appear to be taking a garbage can approach to decision making
because … When analysing case studies you could take a contingency
approach as an overall framework, or identify examples of coalitions,
satisficing and programmed decision making. In other words, don’t for-
get this material – use it when you can because it shows you understand
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how the different elements of OT relate to each other. When I see
students incorporate these ideas, it shows me they are able to take an
integrated and holistic perspective.

Given the different perspectives and theories in OT – some of which are con-
tradictory – it’s tempting to say that it offers nothing of value to managers.
Is one perspective or theory any better than any other? Why can’t we have
one organization theory, an ideal structure, or a set of ‘good’ organization
culture characteristics…? This would make life a lot simpler! But if you are
currently working in an organization, you know that life is never simple and
there are always unanticipated occurrences. Organizations operate in an
increasingly complex, competitive and changing environment, and managers
often rapidly find themselves dealing with a whole range of issues and prob-
lems. So different perspectives and theories can help managers analyse
these complex situations, and offer different ideas and options about how to
deal with them. Keep an open mind, be flexible, and consider all options!
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