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CHRIS ARGYRIS (1923 -)
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Chris Argyris is best known for his work, with his long-
time collaborator Donald Schién, in developing the theory of
“action science” and its application to business situations.
Action science is a process of scientific research and analysis
which is closely connected to the process it studies and contin-
uously feeds back knowledge into that process, rather than try-
ing to remain objective and impartial as does “normal” sci-
ence. A recognition of the role of knowledge in breaking down
barriers and driving forward organisational change and innova-
tion lies at the heart of Argyris’s later theories on organisati-
on. His work on action science in the 1970s laid the groundw-
ork for many of the theories of “knowledge management” that
emerged in the 1990s.

The son of Greek immigrants, Argyris was born in Newark,
New Jersey on 16 July 1923. Part of his early childhood was
spent in Greece, and by the time he first attended school he still
had only a limited command of English. This, and more general-
ly the fact that he came from a minority group, set him apart
from the other children at school and instilled in him a tendency
to reflection and introspection. ' During the Second World War
he served as an officer in the US Army Corps of Signals, going
on to university after the war. He took his PhD from the School
of Industrial and Labor Relations at Cornell University in
1951. His first academic post was at Yale University, as director
of research in labour; by 1960 he was a professor of business
administration and one of the rising stars in business educa-

tion. In 1971 he moved to Harvard where he was appointed
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James Bryant Conant Professor of Education and Organizational
Behavior, a post he continues to hold.

Argyris’s writings can be divided roughly into three stages,
although there is considerable overlap and books in the later sta-
ges always refer heavily to earlier work. In the first stage, in the
late 1950s and early 1960s, Argyris considers the problems of
organisation and the “fit” between the needs of organisations
and those of individuals. In the second stage, he looks at the
problems of organisational change and the use of action science
as a change tool. In the third stage, he moves beyond the specif-
ic problems of change to consider the role of organisational
knowledge more widely. In so doing, he helped pioneer the field
of knowledge management. :

Reflective by nature, Argyris’s wartime role and his subse-
quent academic career had developed his ability to analyse
problems and look for long-term solutions, His first concern was
with what he termed the lack of congruence between the needs
and goals of organisations on the one hand, and the needs and
goals of those people who are part of organisations on the other. *
In particular, he criticised the “ machine bureaucracy” that
characterised (and continues to characterise) so many business
organisations. Hierarchical and rigidly structured, machine bu-
reaucracies are managed from the top downward: communica-
tion is nearly always from the upper levels to the lower levels of
the hierarchy, and when communication does flow upwards it is
usually at a time and in a format specified by senior manage-
ment. The need for managerial control leads top management to
impose limitations on the actions of their subordinates: while on
the one hand, top management specifies to junior managers and
workers what their roles and duties are, it also tends, even if
only implicitly, to prohibit or at least discourage many activities
that are not part of those duties. An individnal is given a job
specification : the elements of that specification are required to

help meet the organisation’s goals, while any activity not specif-
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ically mentioned is considered a distraction from that goal and
should be prohibited.

Managers manage, in other words, by controlling and lim-
iting the efforts of those below them. This approach to manage-
ment has two problems. First, it takes no account of individuals’
own goals, which could be at variance with those of the organi-
sation. If employees do not share the organisation’s goals, they
will not be motivated to pursue them: inefficiency, disharmony
and conflict will result. More seriously, it takes no account of
people’s ability to grow and change with experience. Employees
are not cogs in a machine, they are independent, self-aware en-
tities. As they grow older and gain experience, they become
more independent and active ; therefore, to keep them “in line”
and focused on the needs of the organisation, the limitations and
controls on them grow correspondingly greater. To give a simple
example, a young graduate placed in a junior management job
will have much to learn and will probably be satisfied with the
responsibilities placed on him or her; but a 40-year-old manager
in the same position will see much more potential for growth and
change and is likely to be frustrated by the restrictions imposed
on his or her job.

Companies try to get around this problem by promoting
people with potential into more responsible positions, widening
their scope of activities and increasing personal freedom. How-
ever, by failing to understand the fit between organisations and
people, they create problems of a different kind. In the late
1960s the Canadian psychologist Laurence Peter developed the
Peter Principle, commonly expressed as: “in a hierarchy, every
employee tends to rise to the level of his [ sic] own incompe-
tence” . According to Peter, although organisations promote
employees to senior positions on the basis of merit, they tend to
do sa on the basis of how well an employee is doing his or her
current job. Less important, if considered at all, is whether the

employee will be able to do the job into which he or she is being
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promoted. In other words, promotion is a reward for past suc-
cess, and bears little or no relation to future needs of the organi-
sation, or indeed of the employee. This becomes a problem
when, as is often the case, employees and managers are promo-
ted into positions for which they are not suited. At this point the
“level of incompetence” is reached. The employee is not capa-
ble of doing the job into which he or she has been promoted,
and stops being successful. Further promotions are not forthcom-
ing, and the organisation is stuck with a dissatisfied employee
doing a job poorly.

Organisations limit the actions of their members, and this
leads to resistance on the part of the latter. Sometimes this can
lead to conflict and obstruction, or gold-bricking ( giving the
appearance of working while actually doing as little as possi-
ble), or even criminal behaviour such as theft in’ the of-
fice. Sometimes the dissatisfied employees simply leave. Most
commonly, however, employees opt for an easy life, doing their
jobs with little involvement and trying to keep the organisation
from interfering with their lives as much as possible. For these
employees, any change in the organisation is perceived as a
threat. To counteract change, employees adopt what Argyris de-
scribes as “ defensive routines” , actions which can inhibit or
slow down change, or even block it altogether. Some employees
will employ defensive routines for negative reasons, purely be-
cause they do not wish to upset the status quo. More dangerous,
says Argyris, are those who seek to block change for what theSr
feel are positive reasons: they may be seeking to protect col-
leagues who are threatened by change, for example, or they
may genuinely believe that the proposed changes are harmful
and will damage the organisation. * Many of these defensive rou-
tines become deeply embedded in the organisation’s culture, so
that even new employees brought in to promote change become
“infected” and thus part of the problem.

In the next phase of his work,, Argyris began to look at how
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to overcome the problem of resistance to change. In the 1970s,
after two decades of prosperity, American business was begin-
ning to feel the pinch: the oil shocks, the end of international
currency agreements and the challenge of imported goods, espe-
cially from Japan, were beginning to make themselves felt.
Consultants and other observers were calling for radical change
in the way American business was organised and run. In 1982,
Tom Peters and Robert Waterman would publish their manifesto
for radical change, In Search of Excellence, based on their ex-
periences at McKinsey & Co. in the 1970s and their observa-
tions of the best and worst of American business. The need for
change offered a challenge to Argyris; how to defeat defensive
routines and make change management itself into an integral
part of the organisation.

This led at the same time to a change in Argyris’s own
methodological approach. Up until then, like most social scien-
tists, he conducted his research through observing the behaviour
of people in groups. Now, in partnership with the sociologist
Donald Schéin, he switched his attention from behaviour per se
to studying the reasons behind behaviour. What causes organisa-
tions and people to behave as they do? To get at the answers to
this question, Argyris realised it was necessary to get away from
the standard model of scientific research in which people and
groups were observed objectively by neutral observers. Despite
all precautions, this kind of research led inevitably to bias. This
phenomenon had been observed in the 1920s and 1930s during
research at Western Eleciric’s Hawthorne plant, near Chicago,
where the research team led by Harvard University scholars Fritz
Roethlisberger and Elton Mayo were puzzled as to why the sam-
ple of employees they were studying and interviewing were per-
forming consistently better than the average across the
firm. After a number of experiments with environment, lighting
and so on, the researchers reached the startling conclusion that

the group being studied performed better because they were being
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studied. The presence of the researchers and the attention being
paid to their own work gave the workers in the sample group a
stronger sense of self-worth and motivated them to do better. >

For Argyris and Schén, it was time that scientific research
came down out of its ivory tower and integrated itself into the or-
ganisation. The term “action research” was intended to denote a
new kind of research, conducted by managers and workers
themselves on a continuous basis and constantly feeding back
into their work. ® The purpose of action research was to create
“actionable knowledge”, “the knowledge that people use to
create the world” , 7 rather than knowledge that was irrelevant to
everyday use, no matter how excellent the methods of acquiring
it might be. In his ideal world, businesses do not call in outside
experts to observe and make recommendations; they do their
own scientific research, on the job, as they go along, and make
the gathering of knowledge and its utilisation a part of the
manager’s daily task.

Argyris’s method of integrating knowledge into the organisa-
tion is called by him “double loop learning”. Single loop learn-
ing is a simple process whereby feedback from previous actions
is used to alter future actions. This can be effective in limited
situations, but does place management in a largely reactive situ-
ation. Double loop leaming, on the other hand, uses feedback
from past actions to question not only the nature of future ac-
tions, but all the underlying assumptions on which future deci-
sions are to be made. When considering feedback, managers
need to ask not only, “what should we do next?”, but also,
“why are we doing it?”, and even more importantly, “what
else ought we to be doing?” Only by asking these questions can
organisational learning become deep-rooted and truly effective.

Again, there will be resistance in the organisation to doub-
le loop learning, as it necessarily involves challenging existing
assumptions and, in turn, throwing out some of those assump-

tions if they are proved to be no longer valid. The response to
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new knowledge, especially if that knowledge is threatening, can
often be, “1 don’t want to know that”. This phenomenon has
been observed elsewhere; back in the early years of the centu-
ry, Herbert Casson had remarked with exasperation on the un-
willingness of many executives to learn. But Argyris argues that
the knowledge generated by double loop learning can be so pow-
erful and so persuasive that it can break down even the strongest
defensive routines. Action science is by no means a panacea;
overcoming defensive routines also requires patience and persua-
sion. But in the long run, persuading people by sharing knowl-
edge with them is bound to be more effective than issuing direc-
tives and orders that will be ignored or circumvented.

Action science and double loop learning entail the continu-
ous generation of new knowledge, and also the diffusion of that
knowledge widely throughout the firm. In his later works, Argy-
ris has been concerned with how firms acquire and use knowl-
edge. Knowledge for Action (1993 ) considers how managers
should employ knowledge in their work, while Flawed Advice
and the Management Trap (2000) suggests means by which
managers can judge whether the advice they are getting from
“independent experts” is likely to be of practical value to
them. In the last book there are echoes of Mary Parker Follett,
questioning whether experts are indeed custodians of truth. Both
would agree that the knowledge we gain for ourselves is superior
to that which we acquire second-hand from others; independent
experts and advisors do have a role to play, but their ideas
should not necessarily be accepted at face value, and in the end
nothing can substitute for knowledge generated within, and spe-
cific to, the organisation. The need to create knowledge, and
how to do it, is one of the central issues in current theories of
knowledge management.

Argyris’s books can be difficult reads. Newcomers to the
field of management, particularly to organisation behaviour, are

likely to find his books densely written and the central ideas not
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always easy to tease out. One criticism which has been levelled
against him, with some faimess, is that, ironically, he is too
concerned with the concept of action science and has not done
enough to explain how it can be put into practice ( some of his
later books attempt to redress this problem). Against this, Argy-
ris attempts to show how knowledge can be used to break down
the monolithic structure of organisations and make them more
fluid and adaptable and at the same time happier and better
places to work. Less of an overt revolutionary than Tom Peters,
less prescriptive than the likes of Porter and Deming, Argyris’s
nearest equivalents as a management thinker are probably
Charles Handy and Henry Mintzberg, two others who, from
vastly different perspectives, believe there are few hard and fast
answers in an activity that is ultimately about human agency,
and that it is what we know and how we employ that knowledge
that ultimately determines managerial success or failure.

See also: Boisot, de Geus, Follett, Forrester, Handy,
Maslow, Morgan, Nonaka, Simon
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