Organizational Behavior

"T'his book is about the theory of formal organizations. It is easier, and
probably more uscful, to give examples of formal organizations than 1o
define the term. The United States Steel Corporation is a formal
arganization; so is the Red Cross, the corner grocery store, the New
York State Highway Department. 'The latter organization is, of course,
part of a larger one - the New York State government. But for present
purposes we need not trouble ourselves abour the precise boundaries
to be drawn around an organization or the exact distinction between an
“organization” and a “nonorganization.” We are dealing with empir-
ical phenomena, and the world has an uncomfortable way of not
permitting itself to be fitted into clean classifications.

Authors are often convinced that the particular subjects with which
they are dealing are more significant than the world has acknowledged.
We cheerfully make this claim for organization theory. However much
organizations occupy the thoughts of practicing executives and admin-
istrators, and however many books for these practitioners have been
written about them, the theory of organizations occupies an insignif-
icant place in modern social science. Most current psychology and
sociology textbooks do not devote even a short chapter 1o the subject
of formal organizations. The Handbook of Social Psychology (1 .indzey,
1954} contains chapters on small groups, mass media, “industrial
social psvchology™ {with only passing references to organizations),
leadership, and voting behavior. There is no comparable chapter on
formal organizations, and only scattered reference to them throughout
the text.

One possible reason why formal organizations play such an unob-
trusive part in the literature of modern social science is that they are
not very important. We will indicate in the next paragraphs why we
think this is not a good reason, A second possible reason is that there
are few propositions about organizations that cannot be subsumed
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under other social science topics. This claim can be more accurately
evaluated at the end of this book than at the beginning. A third
possible reason is that very little has been written because very little is
known. As we proceed with our examination of the literature we will
see that this is not far from the truth.

1.1 The Significance of Organizations as Social
Institutions

But why are organizations important? A superficial answer is that
organizations are important because people spend so much of their
time in them. The working force - that is to say, the bulk of the adult
population - spends more than a third of its waking hours in the
organizations by which it is employved. The life of the child takes place
to almost an equal extent in the environment of the school organiza-
tion; and an uncountable host of other organizations, mostly voluntary,
account for a large chunk of the leisure time of child and adult alike.
In our society, preschool children and nonworking housewives are the
only large groups of persons whose behavior is not substantially
“organizational,”

The ubiquitousness of organizations is not their sole or principal
claim for attention. As social scientists we are interested in explaining
human behavior. Taking the viewpoint of the social psychologist, we
are interested in what influences impinge upon the individual human
being from his environment and how he responds to these influences.
For most people, formal organizations represent a major part of the
environmeni, Moreover, we would expect organizations to have an
even more significant effect upon behavior than is suggested merely by
looking at the time budget as we have done above, If we wished 1o sum
up in a single quality the distinctive characteristics of influence
processes in organizations, as contrasted with many other influence
processes of our society, we would point to the specificity of the former
as contrasted with the diffuseness of the latter.

A concrete example will help to point up the contrast we have in
mind, Compare rumor transmission with the transmission of a
customer order through a manufacturing company. Rumeor transmis-
sion is truly a process of diffusion. Seldom does a rumor move outward
along a single channel; indeed, in most cases it would soon die if it did
not spread out broadly from its original source, The customer order,
on the other hand, is transmitted along definite channels, and usually



22 Organizations

relatively few of them, to specific destinations. We do not wish to imply
that there is no selectivity in the transmission of rumors, or ne
uncertainty in the destination of formal organizational communica-
tions. There certainly is 4 great deal of both. But the difference in
degree in the specificity of channels between the two cases is striking.

Not only are organizational communications characteristically spe-
cific wath respect to the channels they follow, but they also exhibit a
high degree of specificity with respect to content. Here there is a
strong contrast between organizational communications and commu-
nications through mass media. The audiences to whom newspapers
and radio address themselves possess no common technical vocabu-
lary; there is no subject about which they have any shared special
knowledge; there is no good way of predicting what they will be
thinking about when the mass communication reaches them. In
principie at least, the recipient of an organizational communication is
at the opposite pole. A great deal is kuown about his special abilities
and characteristics. This knowledge is gained from considerable past
experience with him and from a detailed knowledge of the work
environment in which he operates,

When a mass medium exerts influence or attempts to give instruc-
tion, its ressages are usually of the simplest variety ~ “go to your
corner druggist now, and ...” ~ and its appeals are to widely shared
motivations. Organizational instructions, on the contrary, frequently
contain great detail; often motivation can be assumed. Not only can
organization communication be detiled, but it can be cryptic, relying
on a highly developed and precise common technical language
understood by both sender and recipient. Again we do not wish to
imply any contrast of black and white, which would clearly be contrary
to fact, but only to point to characteristic differences of degree that are
large in magnitude and highly significant.

The great specificity that characterizes communications in organi-
zations can be described in a shightly different way, using the
sociological concept of role. Roles in organizations, as contrasted with
many of the other roles that individuals fill, tend 1o be highly
elaborated, relatively stable, and defined to a considerable extent in
explicit and even written terms. Not only is the role defined for the
individual who occupies it, but it is known in considerable detail to
others in the organization who have occasion to deal with him.
Hence, the environmemt of other persons that surrounds each
member of an organization tends to become a highly stable and
predictable one. It is this predictability, together with certain related
structural features of organization to be discussed presently, that
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accounts for the ability of organizations to deal in a coordinated way
with their environments.

The high degree of coordination of orgamization behavior can be
iltustrated by comparing coordination in organizations with the
coordination that takes place in economic markets. To be sure, markets
often exhibit considerable stability and predictability. A seller can
bring his goods into the market with a fair notion of the total quantity
that will be supplied and the prices at which goods wll be exchanged.
Bur ke does not know in advance who specifically will be the buyer of
his wares or at what precise price. Transactions that take place within
organizations, far more than in markets, are preplanned and precoor-
dinated. The automobile engine division knows exactly how many
engine blocks to put into production - not because it has made a
forecast of the market, but because its production plan has been
coordinated with the plans for producing completed automobiles in
other departments of the company.

A biological analogy is apt here, if we do not take it literally or too
seriously. Organizations are assemblages of interacting human beings
and they are the largest assemblages in our society that have anything
resembling a central coordinative system. Let us grant that these
coordinative systems are not developed nearly to the extent of the
central nervous system in higher biological organisms ~ that organi-
zations are more earthworm than ape. Nevertheless, the high speci-
ficity of structure and coordination within organizations — as contrasted
with the diffuse and variable relations among organizations and among
unorganized individuals -~ marks off the individual organization as a
sociological unit comparable in significance to the individual organism
in biology.

1.2 The Literature of Organization Theory

In this book we shall review in a systematic way some of the important
things that have been said about organization by those who have
studied them and written gbout them, We have already observed that
the effort devoted by social scientists to understanding organizations
has not been large. Nevertheless, organizations impinge on so many
aspects of our society that picces, bits, and snatches of organization
theory and empirical data can be assembled from a wide range of
sources. (1) Many executives and administrators have recorded their
organizational experiences in biographical or systematic form in books
and articles. (2) The scientific management movement has been



24 Organizations

concerned with organization theory, and almost every standard text-
book in management devotes a chapter or two 10 a statement of
principles of good organization. {3) Some sociologists, most of them
influenced by Max Weber’s analysis of “bureaucracy,” have theorized
about organizations and carried out some systematic observations.
(4} Social psychologists have shown particular interest in two aspects of
organization behavior: in leadership and supervision on the one hand,
and in morale and employee attitudes on the other. More recently,
they have undertaken some studies of the effects of communication
patterns upon organizational behavior, (5} Political scientists have been
concerned with problems quite parallel to those of the scientific
management group - the efficient operation of governmental organi-
zations - and also with the problem of securing externai (democratic)
controf over governmental administration. (6) LEconomists have theor-
ized about the business firm as a building block for their broader
concern with the operation of markets and the pricing and allocative
mechanisms in the economy. Moreover, organizational consider-
ations have plaved an important, if unsystematic, role in the debate
over planning versus laissez faire.

Any anempt to bring together this scattered and diverse body of
writing about organizations intc a ccoherent whole must surmount
two serious problems. The literature leaves one with the impression
that after all not a great deal has been said about organizations, but it
has been said over and over in a variety of languages. Consequently,
we require a serious effort toward the construction of a common
language.

The second problem is that there is in the literature a great disparity
berween hypotheses and evidence, Much of what we know or believe
about organizations is distilled from common sense and from the
practical experience of executives. The great bulk of this wisdom and
lore has never been subjected to the rigorous scrutiny of scientific
method. The literature contains many assertions, but little evidence to
determine — by the usual scientific standards of public testability and
reproducibility ~ whether these assertions really hold up in the world
of fact.

In this book we will review and examine what evidence exists, but it
is not our purpose to provide new evidence, In two ways, however, we
will try 10 1zke steps toward the empirical testing of current theories of
organizations: We will restate some existing hypotheses in a form thay
makes them amenable to testing, giving considerable attention to the
operational definition of variables; and in a number of instances we
will indicate what kinds of tests are relevant and practicable,
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1.3 Organization of This Book

In organizing our material, we wished t0 impose order without
imposing a parochial point of view stemming from a particular or
special conception of organization theory., We have tried 1o steer a
middle course between eclecticism and provincialism. We shall let the
reader judge how far we have succeeded.

Propositions about organizations are statements about human be-
havior, and imbedded in every such proposition, explicitly or implic-
itly, is a set of assumptions as to what properties of human beings have
to be taken inte account 1o explain their behavior in organizations.
Propositions about organizational behavior can be grouped in three
broad classes, on the basis of their assumptions:

1 Propositions assuming that organization members, and particularly employ-
ees, are primarily passive tustruments, capable of performing work and
accepting directions, but not initiating action or exerting influence in any
significant way.

2 Propositions assuming that members bring to their organizations atritudes,
values, and goals; that they have to be motivated or induced to participate
in the system of organization behavior; that there is incomplete parallelism
between their personal goals and organization goals; and that actual or
potential geal conflicts make power phenomena, attitudes, and morale
centrally important in the explanation of organizational behavior.

3 Propositions assuming that organization members are decision makers and
problem solvers, and that perception and thought processes are central to
the explanation of behavior in organizations.

There is nothing contradictory among these three sets of assumptions.
Human beings are all of these things, and perhaps more, An adequate
theory of human behavior in organizations will have to take account of
the instrumental aspects of human behavior, of the motivational and
attitudinal, and of the rational. Nor has any considerable body of
writing about organizations single-mindedly and consistently adopted
one of these viewpoints. Nevertheless, as we review the literature,
the differences in emphasts are quite evident. Because theorizing
involves abstracting, the theorists of organization have focused their
attention on the particular, partial aspects of the human organism that
seem to them particularly significant for their purposes. Thus, the
model of the employee as instrument is prominent in the writings of
the scientific management movement. In the last several decades the
second model, emphasizing attitudes and motivations, has gained the
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greater prominence in research on bureaucracy, human relations,
ieadership and supervision, and power phenomena. The third model,
emphasizing the rational and intellective aspects of organizational
behavior, has been less extensively used than the other two, but is
represented particularly by the work of economists and others on the
planning process, and by the work of psychologists on organizational
communication and problem-solving.

We shall use these three models, then, as our primary basis for
sorting out propositions and organizing existing knowledge. The next
chapter, chaprer 2, deals with the employee as instrument, as he
appears in the scientific management literature. The three following
chapters, 3, 4, and 5, deal with propositions that rest primarily on
the second model; chapters 6 and 7 are concerned primarily with the
decision-making and problem-solving aspects of organizational be-
havior,

1.4 Some Types of Propositions

The central core of this book is a series of propositions about
organizations. We have tried, as far as possible, to use standard formats
in stating these propositions ~ even at the expense, occasionally, of
styte. We could not use a single format, because the propositions are
of several different kinds, which we can iflustrate with a few examples:

1. Propositions stating the dependence of one variable on one or
more other (independent) variables. These propositions are of the
familiar “y is a function of x” form, where the term “function” is used
in its mathematical sense. There are two species of this general kind
of proposition:

{a) Propositions with variables capable of assuming a range of values.
Example: “The lower the satisfaction of the organism, the greater the
amount of search it will undertake.” The dependent variable here is
“amount of search,” the independent variable “level of satisfaction.”

(b) Propesitions in which one or more of the variables are of a
dichotomous, all-or-none kind or take on discrete values that are not
ordered. Example: *“In small organizations, purpose departmentaliza-
tion, by inrerfering with process specialization, leads to serious
inefficiencies.” The dependent variable, “efficiency,” is an ordinal or
cardinal number, but the independent variable, “type of departmen-
talization,” takes on one of several discrete values - in this case
“specialization by purpose” or “specialization by process.” In some
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propositions a variable that is basically dichotomous is transformed
into a continnous variable by stating the relation in terms of
frequencies. Example: “Increases in the balance of inducements over
contributions decrease the propensity of an individual member to leave
the organization.” Remaining in an organization or leaving is an
all-or-none choice, but the variable may be replaced by a turnover
measure - the percentage of members who leave during some specified
time.

2. Propositions embodying a qualitative descriptive generalization
about organizations. Example: “One of the important activities that
goes on in organizations is the development of programs for new
activities that need to be routinized for day-to-day performance.” This
proposition could be “quantitized” by constructing a measure of the
amount of the activity in question that goes on in organizations. Apart’
from the fac: thar no one has data with which to confront the
quantitized proposition, the original proposition does noi state 2
relation between two variables, It is perhaps best interpreted as a
simple gualitative anatomical statement that holds for most organiza-
tions most of the time, comparable to: “A man has a heart that
contracts periodicaily.”

3. Propositions asserting that a particular organizational structure or
process performs a particular function {using function, now, in its
biological or sociological sense - “the function of the heart is 10
circulate the blood”). Example: *Rigidity of behavior increases the
defensibility of individual action.” If we introduce measures of rigidity
of behavior and degree of defensibility of action, then this proposition
contains a statement of functional relation in the mathematical sense,
But it contains more. It implies also that rigidity of behavior performs
the function of making action defensible, Functional analysis, in this
sense, is a fruitful rool for the study of self-maintaining systems.

When we state propositions of the first type, we will number the
varighles and the propositions. Thus, if a proposition states that the
value of dependent variable 3.7 varies with the values of independent
variables 3.3, 3.4, and 3.6, we will number the proposition “[3.7:3.3,
3.4, 3.6].” The distinctions between dependent and independent
variabies are not arbitrary, but are assertions about the direction of the
causal arrow. That is, each proposition asserts there is a mechanism
through which the independent variables of that proposition influence
the dependent variabie.

A separate series of numbers prefixed by “A,” will be used for the
variables in propositions of the second, anatomical, type. Propositions
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about sociclogical functions, and the variables in them, will be
numbered when they are stated in the same form as propositions of the
first type. In this case, the function becomes the dependent variable;
the mechanism that performs the function, the independent variable,
Thus, in the example cited above, “amount of rigidity of behavior” is
the independent variable; *“‘degree of defensibility of action” is the
dependent variable,

1.5 Some Psychological Postulates

Qur final task in this introductory chapter is 1o state sorne postulates
about the human organism, and particularly its central nervous systern,
that underlie the entire analysis. Psychologists will recognize these
assumptions as generally compatible with the theories of Tolman
(1932) and Tolman and Egon Brunswick (1935}, with recent trends in
the theory of cognition and perception - ¢.g., the work of Bruner and
his associates (1956} - and with the viewpoint that the human
organism can be regarded as a complex information-processing system
(Simon, 1947, 1955, 1956; March, 1955a; Newell, 1955; Newell,
Shaw, and Simon, 1958).

The behavior of an organism through a short interval of time is to
be accounted for by (1) its internal state at the beginning of the
interval, and (2) its environment at the beginning of the interval. The
same two sets of factors, the initial state and the environment,
determine not only the behavior but also what the internal state will be
at the next moment of time. This is a familiar description of an
organism, which provides for the simultaneous influence of nature and
nurture and which is compatible with the ordinary mathematical
descriptions of dynamic systems,

The internal state of the organism, by the terms of the deseription,
is implicitly a function of its whole previous history. In the human
organism most of the internal state is contained in what we call the
mernory. The memory includes (but is not limited to) all sorts of partial
and modified records of past experiences and programs for responding
to environmental stimuli. More specifically, the human memory
content can usually be viewed as divided into two parts by any given
time: a part that exerts a significant influence on the behavior ar that
time; and a part much larger than the first thar exerts little or no
influence on the behavior at that time, We will call the part of the
memory that is influencing behavior at a particular time the evoked ser,
and any process that causes some memory content to be transferred
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from the second {unevoked) category to the first a process for ewoking
that content.

Empirically, it appears that changes in the total content of the
memory take place relatively slowly through the processes we gener-
ally call Jearning. Changes in the content of the evoked set may take
place very rapidly. On the basis of this and other differences between
learning and evoking processes, it is important 10 maintain the
distinction between the two processes in a theorv of influence.
Behavior can be influenced by bringing about changes in the memory
content (learning), or by changing the active determiners of current
behavior (evocation). There is no reason a priori to suppose that
influence of these two kinds is subject to the same laws,

A parallel distinction can be made between those aspects of the
environment, at any given time, that have a significant influence on
behavior during the next time interval and those which do not. The
former are often called stimuli. Stimuli are generally parts of the
environment that are changing rapidly or suddenly (e.g., a rapidly
moving object in the visual field). There is a strong mutual interaction
between stimuli and the evoked set. The stimuli that are present at a
given time are major determiners of what set will be evoked or
maintained; conversely, the set at any given time will be a major
determiner of what parts of the environment will be effective as
stimuli, There is no circularity in this relation - just the usual kind of
mutual interaction among vartables of a dynamic system.

The division of the internal state of the organism into evoked and
unevoked parts, and the parallel division of the environment into
stimuli and “unnoticed” remainder, is a fundamental characreristic of
organisms that distinguishes them from most of the dynamic systerns
encountered in physics and chemistry. We need not argue whether the
division, either in state or environment, is quite as sharp as we have
made it; it is sharp enough to incorporate it as a prominent feature in
a theory of human behavior. Just how we draw the line between the
active and passive parts of internal state or environment will depend,
among other things, upon the interval of time we seclect for our
observations, If we 1ake a very short interval of time -~ a fraction of a
second, say ~ then the active elements in set and stimulus will be very
few indeed. If we take a long interval — a week, say — a large part of
the memory content may be during some portion of that interval a part
of the psychological set, and a correspondingly large number of
environmental events a part of the stimuli that influence behavior. In
the case of & long time-interval, we will often use phrases like
“definition of the situation™ or “frame of reference” in place of set.
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This choice of terms does not seem to us to reflect any very
fundamental distinctions, but conforms more closely to ordinary usage
than would a strict adherence to the term “set” in all contexts,

The memory content, thus divided into “active” and “passive”
elements, can also be classified in a different way. It includes: (a} values
or goals: criteria that are applied to determine which courses of action
are preferred among those considered; (b) relations between actions
and their outcomes: i.¢., beliefs, perceptions, and expectations as to the
consequences that will follow from one course of action or another;
and (¢) alternatives: possible courses of action.

When one of these elements is evoked by 3 stimulus, it may also
bring into the evoked set a number of other elements with which it has
become associated through the learning processes. Thus, if a particular
goal has been achieved on previous occasions by execution of a
particular course of action, then evocation of that goal will be likely to
evoke that course of action again. Habitual responses are extreme
instances of this in which the connecting links between stimulus and
response may be suppressed from consciousness. In the same way, the
evocation of a course of action will lead, by association, to evocation of
consequences that have been associated with the action.

This, then, is the general picture of the human organism that we
will use to analyze organizational behavior, It is a picture of a choosing,
decision-making, problem-solving organism that can do only one or a
few things at a time, and that can attend to only a smail part of the
information recorded in its memory and presented by the environ-
ment, We shall see that these particular characteristics of the human
organism are basic to some of the salient characteristics of human
behavior in ofganizations.





