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Preface

Mr. Gittes, you may think you know what you're dealing with, but
believe me, you don’t.
—Robert Towne, Chinatown (1974)

The origins of this book lie in the three decades I spent teaching, reading
about, and conducting research on organizations ranging from small neigh-
borhood associations, to national lobbying coalitions, to strategic alliances
among international information sector corporations. Two overarching
themes integrate the seemingly divergent facets of this volume. First, under-
standing changing organizational behavior requires observers to view the
U.S. political economy as a system within which money and power inti-
mately interconnect across all levels of analysis. Organizations are not just
the unitary, utility-maximizing production functions depicted by neoclassi-
cal economic models. They also consist of numerous social actors pursuing
divergent interests and goals that conflict and realign over time. The collec-
tive actions emerging from such malleable systems are best analyzed as
joint outcomes of market processes and political power interacting within
and between organizations.

Second, network relations are indispensable for explaining the continual
transformations of organizational structures and processes. Network
analysis encompasses wide-ranging phenomena, from employee careers
and work team relations to collective action in organizational populations.
This multilevel scope, combined with an emphasis on recurring interac-
tions among social actors, gives network analysts vigorous conceptual and
empirical tools for investigating dynamic organizational change. The infor-
mation exchanges and resource transactions at the heart of network analy-
sis reveal how economic and political influences shape organizational be-
haviors, from international corporations forming joint ventures, to
business and labor coalitions lobbying the government, to employees coop-
erating within high-performance work teams. The dual themes of political
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economy and network analysis, interweaving the diverse trends and devel-
opments in organizations throughout the twentieth century, help us to an-
ticipate plausible directions for organizational change in this century.

However, the general orientations offered by the political economy and
network perspectives lay an insufficient foundation on which to build a
comprehensive account of changing organizations. Additional primary ap-
proaches are indispensable to constructing more thorough analytic inter-
pretations. Many key concepts, ideas, principles, theories, and methods
useful in explaining organizational actions come from a loose collection of
disciplines best described as “organization studies.” Their practitioners
span traditional fields, including sociology, business management, econom-
ics, law, political science, public administration, social psychology, history,
and journalism. Rather than treating these disciplines as competing and ir-
reconcilable perspectives, I tried to determine where those diverse schemas
might contribute toward more inclusive explanations of events. Some ap-
plications of these alternative perspectives yielded contradictory implica-
tions, whereas others simply offered few insights into specific components
of organizational change. Still, these incomplete accounts should spur orga-
nization studies theorists and researchers to stronger efforts at integrating
their distinct approaches into more comprehensive explanations.

For an overview of the book’s specific substantive conclusions, readers
should consult the concluding section of each chapter. Here I briefly de-
scribe the common elements in their format. Each chapter focuses on spe-
cific topics in organizational change, primarily at the macro level of whole
organizations, organizational fields, or populations, rather than at the level
of individual persons or organizational roles. An introductory anecdote il-
lustrates these topics, followed by explicit definitions of key concepts and
principles relevant to analyzing the issues under consideration. Where
available, time-series charts graphically display trends in particular organi-
zational behaviors. I gather eclectic evidence about these issues from jour-
nalistic accounts, censuses, governmental reports, in-depth case studies,
sample surveys, and quantitative data analyses. The bulk of this evidence
concentrates on the large U.S. corporations that dominated the American
political economy during the twentieth century. My relative neglect of
smaller, entrepreneurial, nonprofit, voluntary, governmental, and interna-
tional organizations reflects not only the more meager research attention
paid to these other organizational forms but also the limited space available
to treat them in greater depth.

I review relevant research literatures, concentrating on recent publica-
tions, from the many disciplines that make up organization studies. I try to
contrast alternative theoretical explanations and interpretations of organi-
zational change. I hope that I fairly represent various analysts’ views, de-
spite my particular biases toward network and power explanations. Most
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chapters include one or more detailed data analyses that illustrate how ap-
plications of research methods lead to substantive conclusions. Because my
disposition toward organizational networks motivated several such analy-
ses, the Appendix offers an introduction to basic network analysis concepts
and methods. I try to assess the range of empirical findings about the sub-
stantive topics and their implications for alternative theoretical explana-
tions of organizational change. I offer suggestions about how conflicting re-
sults might be reconciled and where future research efforts could contribute
to explicating the causes and consequences of organizational change.

I spend much of my professional life trying to squeeze a few grains of in-
sight into organizational behavior from the stubborn stones of reality. If the
conjectures in this book inspire others to take up the study of changing or-
ganizations, then I will consider my time well spent.
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