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1

Introduction to the
study of organizational
behaviour

“What is the use of a book”, thought Alice, “without pictures or conver-
sations?”

Lewis Carol, Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland.

This book is a comprehensive organizational behaviour text. However,
Alice is right: life is too exciting, people are too colourful to be easily
represented in a text. In this book we seek to describe the organiza-
tional terrain where people live out most of their active existence:
the work organization is a source of identity, a forum for emotional
expression, a place apparently rational, serving economic purposes,
but which is a human construct. Oifices, factories, hospitals,
schools and shops are places of triumph and disaster, of alienation
or fulfilment, where people often find their most vivid social experi-
ences. Our book portrays the essential themes in organizational life,
which are, like Alice’s adventures, frequently paradoxical.

The study of organizational behaviour analyses and interprets
behaviour in work organizations. This requires the application of
sociology and psychology to the understanding of behaviour at work
_ the ‘human side of enterprise’ in McGregor’s words. Sociology is the
study of social action — thai is, action which is directed towards others
— whilst psychology is the study of personality and of individual and
group behaviour.

There are, of course, common-sense theories which all people
apply when interpreting their everyday existence. These theories
require us to make assumptions about others and the situations
in which we find ourselves. The study of organizational behaviour

1



The Essence of Organizational Behaviour

seeks to test these assumptions and common-sense theories in
order to build up a store of knowledge about people at work. In
this way, common-sense theorizing itself becomes the subject of
research: the process by which we come to understand others as
having ‘typical’ motives, the recipes for success we use in our
everyday lives, in short, what is ‘common’ in our common-sense
views therefore becomes the subject to be studied (Schutz 1970).

Organizational behaviour as a subject

Organizational behaviour is concerned to integrate the disciplines of
psychology, social psychology, political science, sociology and anthro-
pology in so far as they relate to people at work. What is sought is a
shift from an intuitive approach towards a systematic approach to the
study of behavicur which should enable managers to improve their
capacities to explain and predict behaviour.

By and large, behaviour is not random; on the contrary, it is
directed towards an end. Moreover, there are differences between
people: in similar situations we do not necessarily act in similar ways.
But there are fundamental consistencies which allow predictability,
even across cultures, and by systematic study we can view relation-
ships, in an attempt to attribute cause and effect, and draw conclusions
based on evidence.

This is not to argue that intuition is outmoded. Rather, the argu-
ment is to base that intuition in a systematic procedure which allows
for a greater awareness of where and to what extent chance may take
over. There are no absolutes in organizational behaviour. People are
complex, and some will act differently in different situations. There-
fore, concepts must reflect situational conditions.

The study of organizational behaviour is based on the importance
we all attach to understanding what happens to people in organiz-
ations, and to the causes of their behaviour. It is a scientific enquiry
as much as a search for practical solutions to management problems
in which knowledge has a value for its own sake. The behavioural -
sciences are still at the early stages of development, and do not yet
offer ‘universal laws’ or golden rules; nor are research findings
accepted at their face value. The science of organizational behaviour,
as with many other sciences is founded on disagreement, controversy
and alternative viewpoints: ‘The key is to be able to decipher under
what conditions each argument may be right or wrong  (Robbins
1989, p. 11).



The study of organizational behaviour

One of our principal problems is that ‘objectivity’ in this science is
impossible to achieve. We must consider research in relation to the
values espoused by those engaged, because the standards of objectivity
or independence between the scientist and the phenomenon under
study do not exist in the same way in the study of organizational
behaviour as in the natural sciences. .

Indeed, even in the natural sciences, the processes of rationality
although defensible in themselves are dependent on human observ-
ation and interpretation. Mathematics is a human invention in which
all theories depend on ‘givens’ or theoretical assumptiors. In the real
world of human behaviour there is ‘bounded rationality’, that is,
there are limitations on the person’s world-view. There is always a
reason for behaviour, but this reason is dependent upon the values,
the experience and the intentions of the person. Emotional and
intuitive reasoning is also an important causal agent, as when we
marry, decide to have children, and perhaps even when we choose
a career.

Simplistic models of decision-making which make assumptions
about the motives of the actors in the organization, do not capture
the complexity of the process. For example, this can be illustrated by
subjective expected utility theory, in which it is assumed that the
decision-maker has a well-defined utility function, that there is a well-
defined set of alternatives from which to select, that a consistent
probability distribution can be assigned to all future events and finally
that the alternative chosen will maximize the expected value (Simon
1983). Each of these conditions would be difficult to meet in the
everyday life of managers whose bounded rationality and personal
situation condition the amount and the quality of information received
and processed, even if we ignore other factors, such as the boss’s
opinion, the time frame in which the decision must be made, the pres-
sure of other events and so on. This is one reason why economists
such as Pareto and Simon found themselves drawn more into socio-
logical and psychological explanations of behaviour.

The application of organizational behaviour

The questions we wish to explore in this book include the following:

® What are the significant differences between people at work?

® How does personality affect performance?
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How are employees motivated?

How do we create effective work groups?

What are the attributes of successful leaders?

What are the effects of different organization structures?
How can we manage change successfully?

How can we design efficient and effective organizations?

How does culture and international marketing influence organiza-
tions?

The benefit of our text for the reader will be dependent upon our
facility in answering these questions. One can find many examples
to show how the richness of organizational life can only be interpreted
fully by an understanding of the major disciplines in the study of
organizational behaviour. If anyone doubts, for example, the signifi-
cance of personality and human emotions on behaviour at work the
autobiography of Lee lacocca is worth consulting. lacocca started
work for Ford in 1946. He was fired by Henry Ford, in 1978, after
rising to become Company President. He recounts the interview in
which his employment was terminated:

‘What’s this all about?’ I asked.
But Henry couldn’t give me a reason. ‘It's personal’, he said, ‘and
I can’t tell you any more. It's just one of those things.’

Tacocca goes on to explain to Henry Ford how much he has done for
the company and to try to discover the reason.

“Your timing stinks’, I said. “We’ve just made a billion eight for the
second year in a row. That's three and a half billion in the past two
years. But mark my words, Henry. You may never see a billion
eight again. And do you know why? Because you don’t know how
the . . . we made it in the first place.” (lacocca and Novak 1986,
p. 134)

Thus the conflict which emerges when two giant egos clash has a
major impact on one of the world’s largest businesses. At a more local
level, we can see how language and conversation can be analysed to
explain the deeper social structures and strategic interactions which
are taking place.

In a major research study which examines interactions between
doctors and child patients with Down’s syndrome, and their parents,
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Silverman analyses conversations and communications in order to
reveal the social nature of medical discourse:

After the normal exchange of greetings, this is how the consultant
gets down to business:

Doctor: ‘Well, how is she? Dr X has written to me and has also
sent the catheter {ilms that were done in Othertown. Um,
can I ask you a few questions? How is she in herself?’

Mother: ‘Well, I've been pleasantly surprised to be quite honest.’
(She goes on to relate details of colds, chest infections and
episodes of breathlessness.)

Notice the format of the doctor’s question: he does not ask ‘Is she
well?” but ‘How is she in herself?” As a discourse of ‘wellness’ is
avoided, so the ground is prepared for other, non-medical formulations
of children. ‘Parents of Down’s syndrome children usually conspire
with doctors to avoid reference to “wellness”’” (Silverman 1987,
p. 143)

This is part of a strategically important set of conversations which
serve to lower the parents’ expectations for Down’s syndrome chil-
dren’s life expectation, and to help the parents gradually to give up
the idea of having a normal child. Thisis a ‘demedicalization’ process,
this being the pressure in which decisions about possible operations
take place. The purpose of such studies is not to argue for more
medical treatment, but to examine and understand the situational
contexts of social discourse.

Organizational occurrences are only explicable by reference to a
mixture of psychological and sociological causes. For example, such
complex events as strikes have multiple causes. The case of the strike
at Pilkingtons which started on 3 April 1970 in the Flat Drawn
department of the Glass Works, when a group of employees walked
out over a wage miscalculation, illustrates this (Lane and Roberts
1971). The simple clerical error which occasioned the unofficial strike
was put right immediately, but the strike lasted seven weeks and
drew in the remainder of the plants. Within forty-eight hours, it had
become a major dispute with strikers demanding a £10 increase on
base pay.

The features of this strike were not unusual: there was an explosion
of pent-up emotion behind the ostensible reason for the walk out at
first, but morale in most of the plants was good, there were good
employee relations, low labour turnover and there was no special
increase in grievances. The only explanation seems to be that a
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combination of causes ~ the conditions in one department, oppor-
tunities to exploit the situation felt by the workers, a bureaucratic and
non-responsive trade union which allowed unofficial action to gain-
momentum, the reliance by Pilkington on a paternalistic management
style and the ‘instrumental’ attachment to work of the employees
who felt underpaid and who wanted a better living standard - is the
main reason.

Lane and Roberts go on to suggest that strikes are ‘normal’. They
are a natural expression by employees of their wishes, or desires,
which may not be well articulated, a protest, a feeling against
authority, and against control, rather than for anything in particular.
There are many other aspects, of course, which contributed to the
events ~ for example, the formation of an ‘unofficial strike committee’,
the role of the media, the negotiating machinery and the organization’s
structure could all be included in the web of causes.

What matters here is that we go behind simplistic explanations
which seek to ‘blame’ managers, trade unionists or militants, when
there are clearly more social structural reasons. In order to deter-
mine causes, we may have to separate out issues for the purposes
of analysis. In our book we divide the subject under particular
headings. We do recognize, however, that causes interact and that
problems present themselves to management without neat labels
saying ‘this is a motivation problem’ or ‘this is an organization design
problem’.

As we move towards the end of the twentieth century, large
organizations are considering what management structures, com-
petencies, motivation, job design and organization structure they
should adopt. They want to know how to become flexible and
competitive. The move towards more flexible, ad hoc flatter structures,
with devolved management systems and federal approaches to
business organization is growing. Companies such as BP, Ericsson,
SAS, IBM and British Airways have been going through these
internal reviews, often in response to business needs, but especially
in the spirit of long-term survival. What organizational theorists are
now seeing as a connection with a post-modernist movement against
rational explanations, is found in looser, network-based modular
corporations.

The challenge for organizational development is to assist top teams
to achieve these changes because leadership requirements for man-
agers in the future seem likely to be even more challenging than in
the past. Organizational behaviour studies are essential not just for
those who aspire to the top, but they also offer insights for the
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increasing number of organizational roles where group working and
influencing without direct authority are expected.

How to use this book

This book is intended for all students of organizations and is aimed at
a postgraduate audience, with the MBA student particularly-in mind.
It is divided into seven main chapters covering individual differences
and personality, motivation, group behaviour and leadership, careers,
power and politics, organization theory and design and organization
change and development. We have added a final chapter on the
international dimensions to the study of organizational behaviour. As
Figure 1.1 shows, we have followed a logical route through three
levels of analysis.

INDIVIDUAL Hf GROUP f’([ ORGANIZATION J

Figure 1.1 Levels of analysis

We have set out the main theories and concepts with reference to
the well-known authorities. Our intention is to satisfy the needs of
prospective managers, although those who wish to follow up with
further study in this field will find our guide comprehensive. In
addition to placing the main theoretical precepts in context, we have
also included new material drawn from our own research and MBA
teaching.

At the end of some chapters, there are exercises or mini case studies
which we suggest our readers undertake, to consolidate the learning
and to provide a basis for discussion. Our book contains, we hope,
a sufficiency of diagrams and conversations to meet the requirements
implied by Alice. However, its usefulness will depend on how well
we can engage the reader with an internal dialogue about the study
of people at work.
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