Smith Final Exam 6

December 13, 2005

TO:

Dr. Charles Perrow, Professor Emeritus, Stanford University  

FROM:
Robin Smith, EDUC 802 Student, George Mason University

RE:

Revisiting “The Short and Concise History of Organization Theory” 

It’s exciting and understandable that the Summer 2006 issue of Organizational Dynamics will feature your seminal essay “The Short and Concise History of Organization Theory.”  I couldn’t understand why you believed I could provide any insight into theories to include as you update your article for the 33rd anniversary issue, but yesterday’s altercation with my sister and my reading helped me see. Your connections in the Nuclear Regulatory Commission must have me under satellite observation!  You know about the myriad people in my life who haven’t figured out how to adapt to change in a complex world. Dealing with change and complexity together is the central issue for organizations in the 21st century. My reading and first hand experience tell me that the theorists most capable of helping us deal with these inextricably bound characteristics of modern life are Fullan (2001), DiMaggio and Powell (1983), and Peters and Waterman (1982). I’ll start with Fullan and work my way backwards since Fullan helped me identify my role in this endeavor and his theory can form a framework for the others.   You will find that the trend over the past 30 years is that organizational theories have become less polarized. Theorists may have varied terms for the same phenomenon and may vary their central focus, but they an share interest in the role of leadership and ways of responding to chaotic conditions shaped by internal and external forces.      

Being a lawyer exacerbates her condition, but my sister was born with Charles Dilke’s
 syndrome. Your government surveillance connections will have told you that my current principal has the disease—as do many of my colleagues.  Moreover, they refuse to admit that their behavior is symptomatic of a disease; in fact, most consider their behavior a sign of perspicacity and intelligence. Instead of believing that quick decision-making is characteristic of good leadership, they must learn to appreciate and practice what Claxton calls “slow knowing” (cited in Fullan, 2001).  Particularly in education, which is nonlinear and has ambiguous technology, we need to stop chasing one “fashionable” innovation after another and use observation and deliberation to make sense of the relentless change we face, create, and have forced upon us. Fullan (2001) sees leadership as critical to effectively managing change in organizations; however, he eschews the notion of the heroic leader who singled-handedly drags his troops to success.  Fullan believes that the complex, chaotic conditions of today’s world demand the efforts of many leaders at all levels of organizations. Heifetz (1994) succinctly summarizes Fullan’s shared belief that we also need to change what we look for in leaders: In a crisis “we call for someone with answers, decision, strength, and a map of the future” when “we should be calling for leadership that will challenge us to face problems for which there are no simple, painless solutions—problems that require us to learn new ways!” (cited in Fullan, p. 3).  Fullan proposes a theoretical framework of five separate components of leadership that, working together, are positive forces for dealing with change: having moral purpose, understanding the change process, building and improving relationships, creating and sharing knowledge, and making coherence. 

What makes Fullan’s theory so compelling is his understanding that all of these components must work in tandem through leaders at all levels, who collaborate with a shared responsibility to learn and hone their skills within the context of their organizations.  I recommend Fullan’s theory rather than other change theories because he coherently describes the overwhelming nature of change in today’s world and because he understands that, as always, the primary tool of our mediocre species is shared intelligence, cooperation, and group learning in the context of specific problems.  Senge’s (1990) identification of the importance of being a “learning organization” is valuable in dealing with complexity and change, but Fullan is more comprehensive and also encompasses what Rowan and Meyer (1997) refer to as the function of myth and ritual in organizations. American complexity theorist Yaneer Bar-Yam noted our culture’s problem: As society becomes more complex than we are individually, “it begins to exceed our adaptive ability. In effect, we have too short a repertoire of responses to adjust effectively to our changing circumstances” (cited in Fullan, 2001, p. 136). We don’t have enough in our “garbage cans”; no single person can. As Fullan expressed it, “In a culture of complexity, the chief role of leadership is to mobilize the collective capacity to challenge difficult circumstances. Our only hope is that many individuals working in concert can become as complex as the society they live in” (p. 136).  Educators with “slow knowing,” with skill and practice in Fullan’s five components of leadership will be positive forces for dealing with change in the context of their organizations; such leaders may also help prevent the Brave New World isomorphism that DiMaggio and Powell warn us about.

DiMaggio and Powell (1983) give a frighteningly accurate description of educational organizations and the forces that encourage isomorphism, which Hawley (1968) called “a constraining process that forces one unit in a population to resemble other units that face the same set of environmental conditions” (cited in DiMaggio and Powell, p. 149).  DiMaggio and Powell contend that coercive, mimetic, and normative isomorphic processes cause organizations to become increasingly homogeneous without increasing efficiency. Coercive isomorphism is produced by political pressure and a need for legitimacy; mimetic isomorphism happens in response to uncertainty; and normative isomorphism is produced by professionalization. In real practice, the three causes may be imperceptible from each other, and isomorphism may be caused by a blend of all three. 

Schools experience significant coercive isomorphism through inflexible federal, state, and local mandates and other aspects of the legal environment such as the fiscal needs of funding sources enacted by policy makers who don’t “experience directly the consequences of their actions” (p. 150). Many of these mandates may be applied across the board to organizations in unrelated, dissimilar fields that subsequently become similar as they adapt to the external environment that forces change, imposing what DiMaggio and Powell refer to as ritualized conformity. As organizations become more bureaucratized, structure relates less to the actual activities of the organization and more to “ritualized controls of credentials and group solidarity” (p. 151). Ambiguous technologies cause uncertainty and the need to seek solutions by mimicking those perceived as being more legitimate or successful. Normative isomorphism is created by members of an occupation attempting to legitimize their occupational autonomy. The strongest sources of normative isomorphism are education and professional networks that socialize members and create identical, interchangeable professionals who think and act the same—and see that their organizations do the same. The frightening thing about isomorphism, regardless of the cause, is that it proceeds without any reference to increased efficiency or any other perceptible improvement. 

In early stages, new fields and new kinds of organizations are diverse. As they become well established, though, they are pushed to become more and more like other similar organizations since “[o]rganizations compete not just for resources and customers, but for political power and institutional legitimacy” (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983, p. 150).  Initially structures may be put in place to improve performance, but organizations that adopt practices later do so to provide legitimacy not improvement.  Status competition can motivate organizations to adopt practices to attract professionals, which simply reinforces the expectations learned in training for the profession.  Understanding institutional isomorphism is a way to understand “the politics and ceremony that pervade much of modern organizational life” (p. 150).   

DiMaggio and Powell (1983) also speculate on the effect that variables such as “resource centralization and dependency, goal ambiguity and technical uncertainty, and professionalism and structuration” (p. 147) have on isomorphic change and hypothesize predictors of isomorphic change. While they have at least ten separate hypotheses, they can be broadly summarized: Isomorphism increases as organizations are dependent, experience uncertainty, have ambiguous technologies and goals, rely on credentials and professionalism, and have more transactions with the state. DiMaggio and Powell’s theory explains many questions and problems associated with modern organizations, particularly educational institutions: the homogeneity of organizations, irrationality, lack of innovation, rise of myths and ceremonies, influence of the elite, and the extent to which “organizational change is unplanned and goes on largely behind the backs of groups that wish to influence it” (p. 157). Leaders trained in Fullan’s five components of dealing with change should be educated in DiMaggio and Powell’s theory of isomorphism as a tool for guiding change consciously and effectively.

Peters and Waterman (1982), who have much in common with Fullan as well as DiMaggio and Powell, theorize that “excellent” organizations have an effective combination of loose-tight coupling. Individuals have maximum autonomy, but central direction is tight. Peters and Waterman maintain that a rigidly shared value system, attention to detail, and regular communication provide a tight coupling that encourages important loose coupling: independence and innovation by individuals. Productive loose coupling traits include a clubby social atmosphere, flexible structures that permit regular reorganization, teams, experimentation, positive feedback, and strong social networks. Fullan’s moral purpose is similar to Peters and Waterman’s examples of shared values, such as the Caterpillar Corporation’s commitment to delivering parts anywhere in the world within 48 hours or a company’s decision to make only the best, quality product—whatever it is. Peters and Waterman make a distinction between values and business goals like efficiency and economy.  They maintain that good organizational practices will follow from shared values, which also provide the framework necessary to help individuals and groups work innovatively and autonomously with the self-discipline of experts. Dealing effectively with change and complexity can only occur in an organizational structure with an effective combination of loose and tight coupling. Organizations must work together but be able to reform in varying configurations in response to a changing environment. Having a clear value system could prevent some of the isomorphism that DiMaggio and Powell describe.
If your updated article is to be useful to 21st century school leaders, the most critical addition is Fullan’s forces for dealing with change: having moral purpose, understanding the change process, building and improving relationships, creating and sharing knowledge, and making coherence. To help school leaders understand the change process, you should include DiMaggio and Powell’s theory of isomorphism and Peters and Waterman’s work on effective combinations of loose and tight coupling. Together, these pieces can help us to describe, explain, predict, and correct  what is happening in our schools.  

While reviewing materials for you, I’ve seen that organizational theorists are in greater agreement. I’ve also seen that I might be a barrier to change. Do I have Dilke’s syndrome, too?
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� According to the poet Keats, his acquaintance Charles Dilke believed that he didn’t even exist unless he had a definite opinion about everything. Lacking the patience to simply observe until complex situations became clearer and unable to resist the need for certainty, Dilke made premature decisions and—worse—stopped looking for alternative explanations or solutions (cited in Fullan, 2001, p. 123). 





