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Introducing Organization Behaviour

*‘Organization Behaviour’ (OB)isthe interdis-
ciplinary body of knowledge and field of re-
search, concerned with how formal
organizations, behaviour of people within or-
ganizations, and salient features of their con-
text and environment, evolve and take shape,
why all these things happen the way they do,
and what purposes they serve. OB is an inte-
gral part of different larger fields, both schol-
arly or academic, as well as practical. In
English-speaking countries, it has above all
become part of Business Administration,
Management Studies or similarly named de-
partments or courses. In many countries, it is
also firmly represented in the Social Sciences
.or Social Studies, including their more applied
subjects such as Industrial Sociology, Social
Work or Administration, and in Psychology.
Furthermore, it may also be present in Engi-
neering and Technology fields.

The modern world is full of organizations:
one of the first things a visitor from a different
planet would notice, would be the overwhelm-
ing presence and importance of organizations.
They have powerfully imprinted their logos,
names, flags and other symbols onto anything
from people’s dress (look at Formula One
racing drivers, but also ordinary people dis-
playing the insignia of universities, colleges,
manufacturers or service providers) to build-
ings. Visible artefacts in previous ages were
more marked by symbols representing, or re-
lated to, gods, halfgods, kinship groups, past
ancestors, and the rest. Have organizations
become our gods? At least, many of the things
we do, we do in, through, because of, by way
of, on behalf of, and for the benefit of, organi-
zations. This behaviour can happen con-
sciously or unwittingly, for a variety of
motives, stretching from ethical to utilitarian
ones. Organizations may drain, rejuvenate or
stunt the potential we as humans have.

Some people say that ‘money makes the
world go around’, but there are many other
driving factors. With the expansion of the

xii

money-economy, we have also seen the pro-
liferation of organizations. As the number of
biological species on the planet shrinks, or-
ganizational types evolve and multiply. With-
out them, the modern world as we know it
would not work. Would it work, though, with-
out a systematic understanding of organiza-
tions, such as through OB? Admittedly, it did
work without that in past time and in many
places and for the purposes of a large part of
the population, it still does. People can func-
tion very well in organizations, without con-
sciously and reflectedly understanding how
these work. They may quickly bring about an
intuitive, experiential and inarticulate knowl-
edge of organizational life. Smooth function-
ing of organizations is founded on both
knowledge and ignorance. But, arguably, once
a certain threshold of organizational complex-
ity is crossed, organizations, the economy and
society may only work without a well-
founded understanding of organizations, at the
expense of human dignity. As a consequence,
the organization may suffer in say, poor mo-
rale resulting in weak performance.

OB may, therefore be constructed on three
important pillars: realism, practical value and
human dignity. OB is important for the ration-
ally reproducible understanding of organiza-
tions that it may bring about, it may allow
more effective, enlightened design of organi-
zations, and its realism is necessary for the
promotion of human goals in organizations.
OB is not realistic, useful and linked to human
dignity in all its manifestations, of course. But
there is a tacit and universal understanding
amongst many writers on organizations that it
should be. They may thus take up challenges
arising from any criticism that addresses an
imbalance between these three criteria.

The present Handbook provides an over-
view of OB which, although it tries to do justice
to different approaches, does not offer readily
usable, or ‘cookbook’, knowledge. Whilst it
aims at enlightened practice, it accentuates
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enlightenment, in the expectation that the en-
lightened practitioner will be sufficiently
clever to be practically innovative. The chap-
ters in the volume were first written for the
International Encyclopedia of Business and
Management, in which they appeared in al-
phabetical order, mixed with other contribu-
tions from all the Business and Management
disciplines. However, they were designed,
written and edited, with a view to giving a
systematic representation of OB, as a field that
has its proper identity and a coherent internal
logic. De facto, of course, the borders between
OB and neighbouring fields, such as Account-
ancy, Business Strategy, General Manage-
ment, Human Resources or Industrial
Relations, are rather fuzzy. There is a lot of
overlap and to-and-fro, of concepts, knowl-
edge, scholars, studies, and so on. This overlap
tends to be an area which both practitioners
and many scholars are particularly curious
about. We tried to bear it in mind, in the design
of the Handbook and the writing of articles.
But, regrettably, books have to be firmly
bound and therefore bounded, even though in
reality, fuzziness abounds. Whilst some may
accuse OB writers of ‘reification’, others be-
lieve they can live with this.

The chapters that follow in this introductory
partafford two sorts of entry into OB, one being
more systematic in its charting of the field,
whereas the other is more historical, with regard
to concepts, findings and people involved.
These entries differ, but they are of equal stand-
ing. They give a first overview, including sign-
posts to the various thematic issues in different
chapters that follow. The next major part of the
Handbook is dedicated to the main approaches,
theories and paradigms which, together, make
up OB, as a subject marked by theorctical plu-
ralism. Different approaches to OB compete for
attention, because they more or less stretch over
all the more specific subfields, providing differ-
ent groundings and openings to the whole field.
There are, naturally, particular affinities be-
tween subfields and specific approaches. But
the ambition of every approach is to tie as many
subfields as possible together. The chapter ‘Or-
ganizational Paradigms’ for example, explains

the major paradigms in use, and how to make
sensible use of them. Then follow chapters
which explain their logic and tradition.

If there is one central argument which is
shared by all the on-going paradigms, it is that
organizational life has to be explained by ref-
erence to things that happen outside the ambit
of a specific organization and outside more
properly organizational characteristics. This
world is, in organization theory, mainly rubri-
cated under the headings of ‘context’ and ‘en-
vironment’. This focus, and how it is related
to organizational life, is differently conceived
by different approaches. Because it is gener-
ally accorded such an importance, it is ex-
plained, at great length, in the section of the
book to follow, on Organizing Contexts and
Environments. Depending on the subject, the
chapters in this section use different combina-
tions of distinctive paradigms.

This step prepares the ground for penetrating
into the inner world of organizations, in the
following section on Specific Aspects of Or-
ganizations. The subjects in this section are all
fairly large and reasonably self-contained
fields. They are, above all, concerned with
properties of whole organizations or larger or-
ganized entities. Structure, leadership and so on
are major properties which certainly do have
very individual aspects, too, but they also apply
to larger aggregates. As such, they permeate
organizations across levels of aggregation.

After this first probe into the inner world,
we probe even deeper into the Organizational
Microcosm, in the section that follows. This
is the zone where human individuals, with
their predilections, interests, emotions, per-
sonal knowledge and relations abound; this is
where groups of people and teams, in which
people know each other, attract the eye, rather
than the overtly more anonymous and deper-
sonalized systems of human action in the pre-
vious section. This is also where individuals
wrangle for power, experience personal satis-
faction, motivation or despair, in short, this is
the flesh of the body organizational, whereas
the previous sections, metaphorically speak-
ing, dealt with its bones, nerves and senses.
Note, though, that the flesh is shot through
with fine sensory organs, and many sensory

iii
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organs tend to be fairly fleshy. The microcosm
of organizational life, in that way, reveals the
constitution of larger structural properties, just
as larger structural properties imply events
and processes in the microcosm. OB literature
is at its most interesting where it relates the
microcosm to the larger structural properties.

Therefore, once we have driven our probe
right into the microcosm, into ever greater
depths, it is important not to lose touch with
the layers we went through on the way. As we
explore organizations, we learn how to go
to-and-fro, between different approaches and
between different layers in the organization,
its contexts and environments. As we learn to
do that, we prepare ourselves for dealing with
the most problematic subjects in the whole
field, those of Success, Change and Evolu-
tion. Because they are the trickiest, they are
covered in the penultimate section of the book.
This part reveals the aspect of the body organ-
izational where you feel the heart-beat vigor-
ously, change rhythm or even fail. This aspect
has both more positive and negative sides, it
has success and failure, it shows how close
health and chronic illness are to each other,
and how hard it is to tell the difference and to
bring change about.

In the last section of the Handbook, we
have included a set of biographies of manage-
ment thinkers who have made a lasting contri-
bution to OB or its most closely related

disciplines. Some of these made their mark in
the past; some are still contributing. These
profiles illustrate how practice has influenced
thinking and vice-versa.

This tome is not one full of facile concepts
and cases for the organizational novice, a book
that flows over with optimism, certainty and
promise. It is, instead, keen on details, scru-
ples and sobriety. It is a book to accompany
the reader on the long and winding road to
intellectual maturity and practical sophistica-
tion. Long and winding roads require patience
and deft manoeuvres. Successive chapters in
the present book do not have to be read one
after the other. After having read this introduc-
tory section, plus maybe one of the general
textbooks indicated, you should be able to
start in any of the sections and chapters to
follow, depending on your own interests and
previous knowledge and experience. Then
you may follow-up the relevant parts of the
literature under Further Reading.

We wish lastly to thank everyone who of-
fered advice and encouragement throughout
the development of the IEBM project. We
would especially like to thank the authors,
advisers and in-house publishing team who
helped create this title.

Arndt Sorge and Malcolm Warner,
August 1997
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