PART ONE - INTRODUCTION AND THEORY

This part provides an introduction to the thesis. providing a justification for the
theoretical approach used as well as :. justification for using Broken Hill Proprietary

Company Limited (hereafter the Conipany) as the case study.

Also included is a critical review of ‘he dominant model of decision making in
organisation studies and a suggested ‘heory c¢f managerial decision making, explicitly
incorporating ideas of structure and agency, based on the work of two social theorists,
Anthony Giddens and Christopher Lloyd. Both Lloyd and Giddens seek to clarify the
role of structure and agency in social theory. It is argued in the thesis that managerial
decision making is one area of organ sation studies where issues of structure and
agency will be embedded. That is, the way or ways, in which choices are made, and
the factors that impact upon such chcices would be explicit in decision making
processes. By examining managerial decision making, the relationship between

structure and agency should be appar :nt.



Introduction

The thesis is an examination of man: gerial decision making using a theory that makes
explicit the roles of structure and agency. Managerial decision making was chosen as
the focus, rather than the more gener ¢ term *‘management”, because, irrespective of
how management is defined (and the e is a plethora of definitions), a central activity
of management is decision making.' Decision making also links the past with the
present and on into the future. Whilc management techniques and theories may
become more sophisticated, the making of decisions will always occupy a central
place in managerial activities. It is aiso noteworthy that although decision making is a
central feature of management theory (or theories) theories of decision making have
developed, as have other aspects of management theory (such as, planning, staffing,
controlling, and so on) within a dominant theoretical paradigm. This paradigm is
based on structural functionalism wh ch is derived from the work of Talcott Parsons.
Chia’ (amongst others) has made the point that a basis for criticism of theories based
on the dominant paradigm of structuial functionalism is not that such thecries are too
theoretical for practical use; rather, siich theories are not theoretical enough and hence
do not reflect the everyday realities o7 organisational activity. In other words, Chia is
arguing that theories based on structi ral functional assumptions fail to capture the

richness, diversity, and complexity o "everyday organisational activity.

I'See, for example, Hickson, D. J., Butler, R J., Cray, D., Mallory, G. R., and Wilson, D. C.,
(1989/1995),Decision and organisation - processes of strategic decision making and their
explanation, p. 77, in Hickson, D. J., (¢d), Managecrial dccision making, Aldershot; Butler, R.J.,
(1991), Designing organisations: a de:ision making perspective; London; Chia, R., (1994), The
concept of decision: a deconstructive ¢ nalysis, Journal of Management Studies. 31/6, pp. 781.

? Chia, R., (1996), The problem of reflexivit s in organisational rescarch: towards a post modern
scicnce of organisation, Organisation, /1, p. 52.




The theory used in the thesis is an attempt to overcome the limitations of structural
functional theories of decision makir g and ar the same time explicitly to account for
the role of structure and agency in m.nagerial decision making. While the question of
the role of structure and agency has t een debated in the social sciences for some
time,” it has been the various writing; of Anthony Giddens® which have had the most
impact in the field of organisation sti dies. While Giddens’ theory of structuration has
been debated at a theoretical level, there have been very few attempts to apply the

theory of structuration to the everyday world of org;misations.5

It would seem that if it is possible to “econcile structure and agency® (which is what
Giddens’ has attempted to do) then tl is would be revealed in the making of decisions,
or choices.” Decision making is a co ‘e management activity and the processes of
deciding should reveal if either structure or agency is privileged or whether there is a
duality. The thesis argues that there s a duality between structure and agency with
neither factor being privileged over the other. There is a relationship such that social
actors are knowledgeable, purposive jeings with the ability to make choices and to
make a difference. These choices, or decisions, will be enabled or constrained by

structures of both a social and physicl nature. Specifically in the making of decisions

. Bryant, C. G. A., and Jary, D., (eds)(1994) Giddens’ theory of structuration: a critical appreciation,
London, p. 24.

4 See, specifically, Giddens, A., (1979), Cen ral problems in social theory: action, structure and
contradiction in social analysis, Londor,, and Giddens, A., (1984), The constitution of society: an
outline of the theory of structuration, C ymbridge.

% See, for example, Pettigrew, A., (1985), The awakening giant: continuity and change at ICI, Oxford,
and Riley, P., (1983), A structionist acc ount of political culture, Administrative Sciznce Quarterly,
28, pp. 414-437.

® Broadly speaking, structure in this sense re ers to those conditions which provide the sccial and
physical contexts within which individi als interact. Agency refers to the extent individuals are
free to make choices, but that such cho ces will be enabled or constrained by structural conditions.
These issues will be further discussed i1 the following chapter.

7 Note that the terms “choice” and “decision: " will be used interchangeably throughout the thesis.




various structural elements of the ph ssical and social worlds will impact on decision
processes in such a way as to shape choices. It will be argued that these structural
elements can either constrain or enat le action. Choeices will not be determined as
social actors can always exercise a choice. A related question, but one not specifically
considered in the central focus of the thesis, is whether or not such choices are
appropriate in any given situation. The answer to this kind of question can revolve
around exactly what “appropriate” c:n mean. For example, appropriate to whom?
Appropriate according to what criter:a? What period of time would be considered
appropriate? and so on. Specifically. the thesis will not include any judgement about
the efficacy or otherwise of decisions made by the directors or senior managers of the
Company. Judgements of this kind are beyond the scope of this thesis as the factors
which impact upon decision making, and the role of structure and agency are the
central concerns of the thesis. However, some authors would argue that it is possible
to provide definitive answers to ques .ions related to the appropriateness of a decision
ornot.® They are able to do this by assuming a structuralist or structural-functionalist
approach to organisations and organisational activity wherein individuals as
individuals do not matter. The most important factor in any choice situation is the
environment within which an organis ation operates. The environment determines the
appropriate structure for the organisa:ion. This results in the organisation being
efficient and effective, in economic t:rms. The organisation will have achieved what
Donaldson has termed structural adaptation to regain fit (SARFIT). To discover how

to achieve SARFIT normal science (positivist) processes are used.

¥ See, in particular, Donaldson, L. (1996), T 1e normal science of structural contingency theory, in
Clegg, S. R., Hardy, C., and Nord, W. R, (eds), Handbook of organisations, London, pp. 57-76.
The remainder of this paragraph is bascd on this work.




The extent to which it is possible to generalise natural science concepts and methods
to organisations is somewhat questioable. Certainly, it is possible to argue that there
are physical dimensions to organisations (buildings, offices, products and so on) but
there is also a social dimension. By nsing a theory which explicitly addresses the role
of structure and agency it may be possible to reconcile the physical and social

elements of organisations, as mediate¢ d by the social actors.

The thesis will argue that the theory of structuration represents a useful starting point
but the theory contains a serious flaw which s difficult to overcome and thus calls
into question the very basis upon wh:ch the theory rests. This does not mean that the
theory does not generate some ideas that can be used to understand how choices can

be enabled or constrained by structur il features of either the social or physical world.

The approach to be adopted in the thesis combines theoretical elements of Giddens’
structuration theory and Lloyd’s struc turist theory.” Lloyd’s theory is not as well
developed as Giddens’ theory of structuration. However, as will be demonstrated, by
using Lloyd’s central theory of structire and agency together with elements of the
theory of structuration the potential explanatory power of the combined theories
would be significant to the field of managerial decision making and could have

implications more generally for organisation studies.

The thesis uses as its case study the CCompany and antecedent organisations, dating

from the time mineral leases were first pegged at Broken Hill in September, 1883.

? Lloyd, C., (1993), Structures of history, O ford.




This date was selected as the commecing point, rather than when the Company was
officially incorporated in August, 1835 as, even though the names of the organisations
may have changed, there was a contiwity of individuals and assets at each stage of the
development of the different organis.ations. The connections between the various

organisations will be further discussed in the body of the thesis.

This is not a detailed history of the Company as that is yet to be written (although
there are a number of general discussions relating to the history of the Company). A
history of the Port Pirie smelting woiks has been written as has a history of the iron

and steel industry. 10

But there has nct really been any serious attempt to examine the
role of individuals in the developmer t of the Company. The thesis tries to overcome
this deficiency in the literature by ex:umining managerial decision making in the
Company. As a consequence of pursuing this aim, the role of individuals in the
development of the Company will become clearer. A secondary issue is that much

information on the early history and (evelopment of the Company that was not

previously available will now be known.

The empirical material does not cover all aspects of the operations of the Company.
The thesis concentrates on those activities that formed the core operations of the
Company. By core operations is me: nt those operations involved in the mining,
smelting, transportation of materials o and from Broken Hill, and the markets for the
products of the Company. As was pcinted out above, not all aspects of the operations

of the Company are discussed. For example, there is no discussion of the problems

19 See Green, F.A., (1977), The Port Pirie Sielters, Melbourne, and Hughes, H., (1964), The
Australian iron and steel industry 1848 1962, London.
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posed to the Company by the tariff policies cperated by the governments of, initially,
the colonies, and then, after Federation, the Federal Government. The rationale for
examining the core operations is that unless these operations were successful, then
other issues (such as tariffs) would not have seen a consideration of the directors and
senior managers. As a result of such a focus the meajor concentration of the thesis is
on operations at Broken Hill, with re ‘erence to other locations of Company operations

as and when necessary.

Worth noting at this juncture are the -hanges to the ownership of the leases. The
Company was not incorporated until August, 1885 but the asset base of the Company
can be traced back to 1883, when the leases were first pegged. The original group that
took up the leases in September, 1883 was not constituted as a company; instead a
syndicate of seven individuals was fcrmed tc exploit the find. This syndicate of seven
was later enlarged to fourteen and be ame the basis for the first company to be formed
(although it was not registered): the Broken Hill Mining Company. The assets of the
Broken Hill Mining Company (the leases at Broken Hill) were sold to the Company.
These assets were then used as the bz sis for the public flotation of the Company in
1885. Thus, while the ownership of he leases may have changed, the original leases
all remained intact until being transferred to the Company. It is the explicit role of
structure and agency in managerial d:cision making of the syndicates, and the two
companies which arose from these syndicates. that forms the central focus of the
thesis. The period of the study covers the pegging of the Broken Hill ore deposits in

1883 up until 1915 when the Newcacstle steelworks were opened.

Thus there are a number of reasons for selecting both the topic and the organisations.



First, there is the degree to which a theory of structure and agency could be used to
explain managerial decision making using the Company as a case study. This explicit
use of a theory of structure and agency to explain and understand managerial choices
in an applied context is something wich is generally missing from organisation

studies.

Second, while there are many histori:s that examine a variety of early Australian
organisations, and some that examinc the Company, these histories tend to be of a
narrative type and do not specifically examine managerial decision making of the

companies.

Third, those works which have examined the Company have not explicitly accounted
for the role of individuals (with one or two exceptions) in establishing and
maintaining the organisation. Insteac, there seems to be an implicit assumption that

once the ore deposit was discovered, the fate of the Company was determined.

Fourth, of the works that examine thc Company'' none really attempts to examine
developments that took place within ‘he organisation in the broader social, political,
and economic structures of the time. There is also, little, if any, recognition that the
mining and smelting of silver and lezd had a history stretching back for many
centuries,12 and the discoveries at Broken Hill were merely another in a long line of

discoveries stretching back into the past. There is also no explicit recognition that the

t Blainey, G. (1968), The rise of Broken Hi 1, South Melbourne; Solomon, R.J. (1988), The richest
lode: Broken Hill 1883-1988, Sydney: Trengove, A. (1975), Whats good for Australia . . . the

story of BHP, Sydney.
2 See, for example, Agricola, G.. (1556), D¢ re metallica, translated 1912, London.




individuals who managed the compa 1y brought with them their own histories that
they had accumulated prior to comm:ncing to manage the organisation, or of how this
history influenced their actions in fir t establishing and then managing an organisation
that grew from the initial ore discovery in 1883 to become one of the largest public

companies (in capital terms) in Austialia.

Fifth, of those works that specifically examine the Company, there is little recognition
of the extent of the problems faced b/ those who owned and managed the
organisation. Certainly, the more ob sious problems (such as the metallurgical
problems of treating sulphide ores as opposed to oxidised ores; how to "release" the
zinc that was tied up in ore tailings) « re mentioned. But there was a plethora of other

problems, just as significant in terms of operating the company, that are not treated.

Six, some insight into Company decision making is provided by the way which
employers managed industrial relatio1s during the period being studied, a perspective
which, according to Wrightm, is absent from the majority of industrial relations case

studies.

The thesis is divided into a number o~ parts and within each part a number of chapters.
The first part discusses the nature anc! rationle of the thesis and also includes a
critical review of decision making theory, followed by a discussion of how Giddens’
theory of structuration and Lloyd’s st-ucturis: theory can be combined to illuminate

managerial decision making. The second part briefly examines the circumstances

13 Wright, C., (1995), The management of Iayour: a history of’ Australian employers, Melbourne,
pp. 1-3.
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surrounding the formation of the synlicates and the two companies. Included in this
is a discussion of the capital structures, and changes that were made during the period.
The second part also discusses the pl ysical and social structures within which the
Company was developed by examining the processes by which the ore was mined,
treated, transported and sold, keepiny; in mind that the Company was itself an example
of physical and social structures. Th: third part discusses social structures of the
Company where attention is directed towards recruitment of staff, marketing of the
product, financial management, emp oyment relaticns and so on. The final part
assesses the explanatory power of the theory in relation to the managerial decision
making of directors and senior mana iers of the Company and attempts also to gauge

the contribution of the thesis to conte mporary theories of managerial decision making.

Specifically, the thesis 1s structured 11to the following chapters.

Chapter one critically reviews the li erature of the dominant theory of decison
making. Giddens’ theory of structuriition and Lloyd’s structurist theory are both also
reviewed. Finally a theory of decisicn making is outlined which specifically

incorporates the issues of structure and agency.

Chapter two provides the necessary historical background to the formation and
development of the Company, as well as providing a chronology of events in order
that events in different chapters can t e placed in the context of the overall

development of the Company.



Chapters three and four discuss thc technical elements associated with mining and

smelting operations at Broken Hill.

Chapter five briefly examines the ci ‘cumstances of the Company entering into the
manufacturing of iron and steel, a de elopment which was responsible for the
continued growth and development cf the Company in view of the limited life of the

mine at Broken Hill.

Chapters six and seven discuss how the lack of public infrastructure impacted upon
the operations of the Company. Tho:e services which were of vital importance to the
Company (water, transport, and cominunications) are considered and how these

infrastructure features impacted upor the Company.

Once the silver and lead ore had beer turned into a product suitable for sale, it was
necessary for the Company to market these products. This is the theme of Chapter
eight which locates the marketing eftorts of the Company within the broader

international economy.

The social and political structures wi hin which directors and senior managers were
embedded in covered in Chapter nir e, while the relationships between directors,

shareholders and senior managers are considered in Chapter ten.

As the thesis stresses the role of indiiduals within the Company and given the
relative lack of experience of directo ‘s, the recruitment of senior managerial staff

forms the basis for Chapter eleven.



Chapter twelve examines a number of issues relating to the way in which directors
and senior managers managed their rzlationships with other employees and the

different unions operating at Broken Hill and Port Pirie.

Finally, Chapter thirteen assesses tle extent to which the theory of decision making
which specifically incorporated struc :ure and agency explains managerial decision

making in the Company.

With the exception of Chapters one ¢ nd thirteen the remaining chapters contain a
great deal of what could be considered purelv descriptive material. Certainly, this
might appear to be the case but the mr aterial is more than just descriptive. The wealth
of empirical material is necessary in »rder to provide some continuity in the flow of
events around which managerial decision making was taking place. As will be
discussed in Chapter one, deciding not to decide can be as important as deciding to
decide. The material in each of the e npirica: chapters represents a narrative which
provides both the context within whi:h directors and senior managers were making
choices and the actual choices they n ade. As already discussed in the Introduction,
no judgement has been made, nor wi | be made, regarding the quality of any choices
made or not made. Apart from the reasons already raised in the Introduction, it is too
easy, with the benefit of hindsight, tc make connections which may simply have not

been apparent, at the time, to those nr aking the decisions.



Chapter one - Decision making and social theory

Introduction

This chapter critically reviews the cu rent state of decision making theory,
demonstrating how ideas of structure and agency are implicitly embedded in such
theories. When this has been done, t vo social theorists who have explicitly attempted
to reconcile structure and agency wil be discussed and a theory of structure and
agency developed. Finally, a theory of decision making will be developed which
explicitly incorporates a theory of stricture and agency. This theory is then tested in
the body of the thesis by an examination of managerial decision making in the

Company.

Decision making theory - the dominant model

Decision making theory in organisatiynal studies is generally understood to have been
first explicitly discussed by Chester Barnard.! Barnard raised a number of issues
directly related to managerial decisio1 making. For example, he examined different
types of decisions in terms of person:.| decisions and organisational decisions; the

occasions when decisions are necess: ry; and. perhaps more importantly, he raised the

' Chia, R.(1994), The concept of decision: & deconstructive analysis, Journal of Management Studies,
31/6, p. 781; Butler, D. J., in Mintzber;, H., and Walters, J. A., (1990), Studying deciding: an
exchange of views between Mintzberg ind Waters, Pettigrew, and Butler, Qrganisation Studics,
11, p. 1L




importance of deciding not to decide * Barnard also noted that in organisations
sequences of decisions were necessa 'y at difrerent times and made by different
executives and others, in different or zanisational positions, rather than as implied by
much of the current literature of decision making theory where the decision making
process is treated as a one-off process. Implicit in Barnard’s argument is the idea that
decision making is a constant proces; and every decision will require other decisions,
often by those who were not involved in the original decision making process,” a point

often overlooked in contemporary studies of decision making.4

While it may be possible to claim Barnard was one of the first explicitly to examine
managerial decision making, it is possible to infer from some earlier works of others a
concern with decision making processes. For example, one of the basic reasons that
Max Weber had for developing his tt eory of bureaucracy was the necessity to ensure
that decisions were made on a ration:l-legal basis (rather than on the basis of
substantive rationality) thus ensuring that organisational outcomes were consistent and
lodged in impartial principles.” Webzr was aware of the way in which agency could
intrude into a decision making proce :s and by developing his idealised theory of

bureaucracy sought to remove agenc’ and privilege structure. By removing the

2 Barnard, C., (1938), The functions of the ¢ xecutive, Cambridge, Mass., pp. 185-194. It is important
to note that this “deciding not to decide¢” is of a different order to that discussed by Bachrach, P.,
and Baratz, M., (1962), Two faces of power, American Political Science Review, 56, pp. 947-
952. Bachrach and Baratz demonstratcd how issues for decision were kept out of the decision
making arena, and thus no decision is 11ade.

3 Barnard, C., (1938), The functions of the « xecutive, Cambridge, Mass., p. 206. This point is taken up
and discussed by Kriger, M. P., and Bernes, L. P., (1992), Organisational decision making as
hierarchical levels of drama, Journal ot Manageinent Studies, 29/4, pp. 439-457.

* Generally these other decisions are taken i1 the implementation phase of the decision making process.
On this point, see Miller, S,. J., Hickso1, D. J., and Wilson, D. C., (1996), Decision making in
organisations, in Clegg, S. R., Hardy, (., and Nord, W. R., (eds), Handbook of organisation
studies, London, pp. 293-312.

3 Weber, M, (1978), Economy and society, 3erkeley, Chapter X1.




agency aspect of decision making, b¢ haviours became determined and hence
predictable and reliable. One of the carly management theorists, F. W. Taylor, sought
to implicitly remove decision making; from shop floor operatives and locate it with
managerial staff. At the same time, "“aylor also sought to develop “scientific” ways of
making decisions in order that the arbitrary nature of decision making could be
changed to a more systematic way of making decisions.’ Generally these early
discussions of decision making have been ignored and the work of Herbert Simon’

usually forms the commencing point for contemporary theories of decision making.

Simon’s initial attempts to formulate a theory of decision making were based on
concepts derived from neo classical ¢conomics, especially those elements revolving
around ideas of utility and economic rationality.® As a result of this early theory,
individuals were accorded the status >f economic agents who were driven by notions
of maximum utility and economic rationality. Agency had no real part to play in this
early theory as economic imperatives determined behaviour. Subsequently, this
theory was modified, not in terms of he neo classical economic assumptions, but
rather by explicitly recognising the cognitive limits of humans. The theory was
modified to include the concept of bcunded rationality, based on the concept of the
satisficing behaviour of individuals. That is, it was argued that it was simply
physically impossible for humans to ;tore and process all information which was
necessary for decision making. This physical limit led to individuals satisficing; that

is, individuals did not consider the ccnsequences of all possible alternatives (assuming

6 Taylor, F. W. (1911), The principles of sc:entific management, New York.

7 Simon, H. A., (1945), Administrative Beh:viour, 2nd edition, New York..

8 Cyert, R.M., Simon, R. M., and Trow, D.E ., (1956/1995), Observations of a business decision, in
Hickson, D. J., (ed), Managerial decision making, Aldershot, pp. 35-45.




of course individuals could know all possible alternatives, a somewhat dubious
assumption). Instead, individuals only considered each alternative until an alternative
which was thought to yield a satisfactory outcome was reached. One outcome of
satisficing was that an optimum choi e may 10t have been made as once a satisfactory
choice had been made no further consideration was given to other possible alternative
courses of action.” By introducing tt e concept of satisficing into decision making it
would seem that an element of agency had also been introduced. Yet this may be
illusory. For instance, the whole not on of satisficing is based on the physical and
psychological limitations of agents. While there may be a degree of choice, the initial
situation is driven by structural facto 's over which, it would seem, agents have no
control. Agents have no alternative but to satisfice. Any choice that is made is not the

result of agency but rather of structure, which, in this case, is the human body.

It is important to note that the essential model of decision making has not significantly
altered since Simon’s original formu ation. Consistently, the decision making model
has been characterised as revolving around five distinct stages. First, it is necessary to
identify the problem or issue for decision; second, information has to be collected and
sorted in terms of alternative solutior s; third. each possible solution then has to be
compared against predetermined critcria to assess the extent to which the alternatives
meet the criteria; fourth, solutions arc then arranged in order of preference and, fifth, a

10

choice is made.'” Of course, the decision then has to be implemented.'' The model

? Robbins, S.P., Waters-Marsh, T., Caciopp:, R., and Millett, B., (1994), Organisational behaviour:
concepts, controversies and applicatiors, Sydney, p. 182. This idea is still used in contemporary
works on decision making. See, for ex imple, Hogarth, R., (1987), Judgement and choice: the
psychology of decision, 2nd edition, Chichester.

19 Miller, S. J., Hickson, D. J., and Wilson, . C., (1996), Decision making in organisations, in Clegg,
S. R., Hardy, C., and Nord, W. R, (ed+), Handbook of organisation studies, London, p. 294.




outlined above is still generally used in contemporary decision making theory. What
has been modified, however, is the p 'ocesses involved in each of the various stages of
decision making. For example, satis ficing modifies the processes of decision, not
necessarily the stages. Instead of cor sidering all alternatives, only a limited number

are examined prior to a decision being made.

One aspect of the decision making model outlined above and that has not received the
attention it might, especially in orgar isational contexts, is the whole question of
deciding to decide. That is, under what circumstances are choice processes initiated,
even if ultimately, a choice is made t> make no choice? This issue is not quite the
same as Barnard’s deciding not to de:ide. Barnard’s point could be identified as one
step removed from deciding to decide. Chia'? discusses the deciding to decide issue
and claims that decision making is cc ncerned with making an insertion into the daily
flow of events. That is, individuals are content to let events flow around them until an
event that has possible negative or pcsitive consequences has been perceived. It is
this perception that then triggers con: ideraticn of the possibility of making an
insertion into the flow of events which provides the basis for deciding to decide. Of
course such action is not meant to imply any decision to make an insertion into the

flow of events. The choice may be n ade not to make such an insertion.

This issue of deciding to decide is not really discussed in any detail in the model of

decision making discussed above. A though in some ways the situation is analogous

" Miller, S. J., Hickson, D. J., and Wilson, ). C., (1996). Decision making in organisations, in Clegg,
S. R., Hardy, C., and Nord, W. R., Handbook of organisation studies, London.

12 Chia, R., (1994), The concept of decision a deconstructive analysis, Journal of Management
Studies, 31/6, pp. 781-806.




to programmed decision making (se¢ below) where an established set of routines takes
care of the flow of events, until such time as there is the perception that a choice has
to be made whether or not to move from programmed decision making to non

programmed decision making.

Decision making theory has also bee 1 modified to take account of different types of
decisions. For example, Cyert, Simcn, and Trow'? differentiated between types of
decisions, with one type being labell::d programmed decisions. Programmed
decisions are based on repetitive, we | defined problems which come to assume a
routine nature and the decisions that 1eed to be made are relatively straightforward. It
is these types of decisions that can b¢ programmed into machines or covered by
standard operating procedures as theie is no real need for human discretion.'® There is
no room for agency in programmed ¢ ecision making. An example of programmed
decision making is the computerised selling of shares. When shares reach a certain
price a computer program automatic: 11y triggers a sell order. This automatic selling
program was apparently one of the fctors that contributed to the share market crash
on Wall Street in October, 1987. At a more mundane level automatic teller machines

operate on a set of programmed instr ictions."”

Their second type of decision is non-programmed decisions. That is, decisions that

are of a non repetitive type which oftzn involve basic long-range questions about the

13 Cyert, R. M., Simon, H. A., and Trow D. B., (195€/1995), Observation of a business decision. in
Hickson, D. J., (ed), Managerial decisi yn making. Aldershot, p. 36.

' The term “programmed” was based upon computer terminology. See Cyert, R. M., Simon, H. A.,
and Trow, D. B., (1956/1995), Observ ition of a business decision, in Hickson, D. J., (ed),
Managerial decision making, Aldersho .




whole strategy of the firm or some part of it. At first glance non-programmed
decision making would seem to allov/ a degrze of agency. On closer examination, this
agency 1s either very limited or illuscry. Such a situation is the result of the
assumptions which underpin the maj rity of the literature on non programmed
decision making. These assumptions privilege structure over agency in granting to the
environment of the organisation a de erminant effect. Agency has no part to play as
the appropriate choices will be deter1ained by the environment.'® It is this type of
decision making, concerned with strategic matters, which has been the focus for much
of the research in managerial decision making area.'” Wilson'® defines strategic
decisions as those “...which are considered important to the organisation, are novel to
the organisation, and consequently incur a large degree of uncertainty for decision
makers.” An example of a non-progiammed decision is where decisions are made
regarding the establishment of new n arkets, businesses and so on." It should also be
pointed out that Cyert et al.*’ claimec that each type of decision - that is programmed
and non-programmed - are at oppositz ends of a continuum and that one type of
decision can shade into another. For example, when recruiting employees there is
usually a set of standard operating procedures to be followed (which is typical of

programmed decision making) yet at the same time the procedures permit a great deal

It is important to note that while technolo 1ty may appear to decide, this is an illusion, as the various
decision making criteria have been emt edded in the technology by human operators.

For a good discussion and refutation of th :se assumptions, see Child, J., (1972), Organisational
structure, environment and performanc.:: the role of strategic choice, Sociology, 6, pp. 1-22.

Why this is the case is unclear. It may siriply be that it is easier to research strategic decision
making due to the (usually) relatively s nall number of individuals involved in such processes, or it
may be that strategic decision making i considered more important.

Wilson, D. C., (1982/1995), Electricity ar d resistance: a case study of innovation and politics, in
Hickson, D. J., (ed), Managerial decision making, Aldershot, p. 109.

Given the nature of the material being res:arched, the decision processes could be characterised as
strategic on almost any of the criteria listed, as the Company had been newly formed, and, in a
sense, every issue for decision was initially a novelty.

20 Cyert, R. M., Simon, J. A., and Throw, D B.,(1956/1995), Observation of a business decision, in

Hickson, D. J., (ed), Managerial decision making, Aldershot.
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of human discretion and judgement, which is characteristic of non-programmed
decisions. One could also argue that the use of standard operating procedures is also
an attempt to limit (determine?) the behaviour of those who have responsibility for

operationalising the standard operating procedures. !

The ‘garbage can’ model

The only challenge to the dominant form of decision making theory has been that of
the ‘garbage can’ model.** This mocel positad that decisions were not made in the
orderly rational fashion as represented by much contemporary decision making theory,
but rather the decision process consisted more of solutions seeking problems, and
individuals entering and leaving the decision making processes at different stages of
such processes. In this model structure seems to have no part to play (except perhaps
in some peripheral way) and agency :s privileged as decision making processes are
presented in a way which cedes a great deal of choice to agents as to what part they
will play, if any, in the decision making proczss. This ‘garbage can’ model of
decision making has not had the sam: impac: on managerial decision making theory

as has the rational model first outlined by Sirnon.

! For a more contemporary discussion of di:ferent types of decisions, see Hickson, D. J., Butler, R.J.,
Cray, D., Mallory, G. R., and Wilson, 1J. C., (1986). Top decisions: strategic decision making in
organisations, San Francisco.

22 Cohen, M.D., March, J.G., and Olsen, J.F., (1972), A garbage can model of organisational choice,
Administrative Science Quarterly, 17, p. 1-25.
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Decision making situations

Again, it is worth noting the actual stages involved in decision making have not varied
in much contemporary managerial de cision raking theory, rather the way in which
decisions are made, and those factors which impact upon decision making have
changed. This consistency can be ascribed to the basic nature of decision making.
While there are a number of ways to define or characterise decision making,”* at the
most basic level decision making involves making choices either to do something or
not to do something. The bulk of the decision making literature examines the way (or
ways) that such choices are made. Of course, decision making is much more than
simply making or not making choice;. Certainly, choices are or are not made; it is the
circumstances under which such cho ces (or decisicns) are made that are important.

There is generally little, if any, explicit discussion of the role of structure and agency.

It is also important to differentiate between basic types of decisions, along similar
lines to programmed and non-prograinmed dzcisions, but from a much broader
perspective than simply an organisational one in order to gain a better appreciation of
the complexity of both decisions and the concomitant processes associated with
decision making. At the same time the relationship between structure and agency can
be highlighted. For example, Pink** 1as argued that decisions “...are actions by which
we apply our deliberations.” Such a lefinition certainly appears to favour agency over

determinism by explicitly ceding to i1dividuals the capacity of make a choice in the

> See Mintzberg and Waters, Pettigrew, and Butler, (1990), Studying deciding: an exchange of vicws,
Organisation Studies, 11, pp. 1-16.
* Pink, T., (1996), The psychology of freegom, Cambridge, p. 31.
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first place. At first glance, structure ippears to have no part to play. But structure is
implied, as all actions take place in s ructured contexts. By characterising decisions in
such a way, purely reflex actions (such as blinking when something is in our eye) are
excluded from the decision process ¢n the grounds that there is not necessarily any
choice (or deliberation, to use Pink’s term) and, hence, no decision to be made. In
other words, choice is determined with little, if any. scope for deliberation. The
choice is automatic, except perhaps 1 nder exceptional circumstances. While it may be
tempting to equate reflex actions to yrogrammed decisions (which is what
programmed decisions seek to achieve), the temptation is to be avoided, as it is
extremely unlikely all agency can be eliminated from the choice process even if the

failure to choose, or not to choose, ci n have fatal consequences.

A second type of decision making could be equated with programmed decisions.
Structure and agency are still present but agency has been subsumed on a temporary
basis. That is, over time various beh viours are learned and become almost
automatic. For example, everyday practices become learned routines, carried out on
an almost subconscious level. Walking down a street full of pedestrians and cars will
involve many decisions but they are taken at a sub conscious level as a result of
learned behaviour - such as avoiding bumping into other pedestrians, walking into the
path of cars, and so on. One factor which shapes such behaviour is the possible
consequences of not following every.lay routines. Much of the routine nature of our
everyday behaviour has become in a sense programmed. We need not deliberate

about choices in the ordinary course >f events, we just “do” life.
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It should be stressed that while we rcutinely take care of routine, this does not mean
we are robotic as agency still exists. We can, if we so wish, override our learned
behaviour even though this may prove difficult. We can choose (decide) to act in
ways which run counter to our routinz - for example deliberately bumping into people,
ignoring traffic and so on. Just because we act in routine ways does not mean we are
not capable of deciding to act in other than routine ways. It is this potential to act in
other than routine ways which create; difficulties for the use of programmed decisions

in organisational contexts.

A third type of decision making, or c1oice situation, can be equated with non-
programmed strategic decision making. This is when we are faced with situations
which do not fit our everyday experi¢ nce in that we do not have a learned routine by
which to cope. Alternatively, a situaiion mayv arise in which a learned routine, for a
number of reasons, is not longer effective. The interplay between structure and
agency 1s more visible in these types of decisions. As there is no routine response
available (or the routine response has not “worked”) choices have to be made. It is the
factors responsible for such choice waich will reveal the extent to which structure and
agency has a part to play. The theory that dominates strategic decision making adopts
a deterministic perspective, leaving no real room for choice. Donaldson® argues, for
example, that “...[c]hoice and determinism are compatible in that the choices made by
the human actors are shaped and pre-determined by the situational imperatives.”
Agents can chose, but their choices a e not “...free.” The environment of the

organisation will determine what choices should be made, it is up to the managers to

¥ Donaldson, L., (1997), A positivist altern tive to the structure-action approach, Organisation
Studies, 18/1, p. 80
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then give effects to the choices which have been determined by the environment.

An alternate view to environmental ¢ eterminism can be found in Gimpl and Dakin.?’
Gimpl and Dakin argue individuals i npose order and certainty on the world through
the use of symbols, rituals, and myths. Such a perspective privileges agency, as agents
use a variety of artefacts to impose a structure on everyday existence. Structure does
not seem to exist independently of agents. Instead, structure is something agents

invent in order to bring certainty intc their lives.

Finally, caution needs to be exercised in the use of {abels to categorise types of
decisions. As is discussed above to label choice situations as non-programmed or
strategic is to overlook the way in which the mundane acts of agents can assume
importance. For example, in an organisational context, programmed decisions can, as
a result of various factors, quickly become non—programmed.28 As Perrow?
demonstrated in relation to the Three Mile Island nuclear accident, a series of
programmed responses became, very quickly, a non-programmed decision set, not
necessarily due to operator error, but rather due to a set of circumstances system
designers had not envisaged and hence not anticipated. It should also be noted that
non-programmed decisions can also >ecome programmed ones, especially with the
increasingly sophisticated nature of t:chnology where decision ‘rules’ are embedded

into the technology and hence minimises the opportunity for agency.

% For a good discussion and criticism of this approach, see Child, J., (1972), Organisation structure,

environment and performance: the role of strategic choice, Sociology, 6/1, pp. 1-22.

Gimpl, M. L., and Dakin, S.R., (1984), M anagement and magic, California Management Review,
27/1, pp. 125-136.

8 Barnes, L. B., and Kriger, M. P., (1992), Jrganisation decision making as hierarchical levels of
drama, Journal of Management Studies, 29/4, p. 453.

Perrow, C., (1984), Normal accidents: li-'ing with high risk technologies, New York.
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The sociological/psychological dichotomy

The processes of decision making have been generally addressed from a number of
different perspectives, which is then -eflected in the emphasis given to such processes.
Broadly speaking, decision making processes in organisations have been studied
either from a sociological perspective: or a psychological perspective. The adoption of
either perspective results in the emphasis being given to either the way or ways in
which external factors shape individt al participation in decision making processes, or
the way or ways in which internal processes :mpact upon the decision making process.
For example, Schoemaker® identifie 1 four “nodels or lenses” used in examining
strategic decisions in organisations. specifically, these are the unitary rational (based
on the work of Simon and March), the organ:sational, the political (Pettigrew, and
Cyert and March) and the contextual (writers using an institutional basis). Although
Schoemaker has labelled these appro iches as mode!s or lenses it would be more
appropriate to consider these as diffe ‘ing perspectives used to interpret the decision
making process, rather than different models of decision making. Mintzberg‘}l made a
similar point when he argued that mc st research into strategic decision making can be
classified as being carried out by threz professional groupings. These groupings
consist of cognitive psychologists, social psychologists or group decision making, and
management theorists and political scientists on organisational decision making in the

field. According to Gioia and Pitre* the “...modern study of organisations has been
g y g

" Schoemaker, P. J. H., (1993), Strategic d¢ cisions in organisations: rational and behavioural views,
Journal of Management Studies, 30/1, p. 107.

3 Mintzberg, H., Raisinghanti, D., and Theo et, A.. (1976/1995), The structure of unstructured decision
processes, in Hickson, D. J., (ed), Man.gerial decision making, Aldershot, pp. 47-48.

32 Gioia D. A., and Pitre, E., (1990), Multip wadigm perspectives on theory building, Academy of
Management Review, 15/4, p. 586.




driven by the social science variatior of natural science models.” Chia® makes a
similar point when he argues that org anisaticnal theory (which would include decision
making) has been dominated by struc tural approaches which rely on functional
assumptions linked with positivist m:thodologies. This paradigmatic approach is

reflected in the dominant literature o “decision making.

Unfortunately, this artificial divide, v/hen combined with a narrow theoretical and
methodological approach (structural ‘unctionalism) has resulted in a less than
complete understanding of the decisi»n making process that a combined sociological

and psychological approach would re veal

Other problems with current theories

The above are not the only major flawvs in current theories of decision making. One
key undertheorised factor in managerial decision making is a lack of any explicit
consideration of the factors which impact upon individuals and how these factors can
shape the overall decision making pr«)cess.35 There is currently in decision making

theory an assumption that all individuals in organisational contexts are identical and

3 Chia, R., (1996), The problem of reflexiv ty in organisational research: towards a postmodern
science of organisation, Organisation, - 1/1, p. 55.

* Fora good example of a combined appro:.ch see Roper, M., and Tosh, I., (eds)(1991), Manful
assertions: masculinities in Britain since 1800, I.ondon; Le Roy Laduries, E., (1979), Carnival in
Romans: a people’s uprising 1579-15&0, Harmendsworth. Lloyd, C., (1993), Structures of
history, Oxford, p. 27 makes a similar « laim in relation to the writing of history, while Chia, R,
(1996), The problem of reflexivity in o ‘ganisaticnal research: towards a postmodern science of
organisations, Organisation, 3/1, pp. 5(-51 criticises organisation studies for also being too
theoretically narrow.

3 For an account of how demographic facte s can impact upen individuals in organisations, see
Wiersema, M. F., and Bantel, K. A., (1392), Top management team demography and corporate
strategic change, Academy of Manager 1ent Journal, 35/1, pp. 91-121.




as such individuals are interchangeat le.”® Hence, in any given organisational
situation, all individuals would act ir identical ways, therefore it is not necessary to
take account of the differing social contexts within which individuals are embedded.
Although, as Whittington® has poin-ed out, those working from institutional theory™®
have “...uncovered a wide variety of ;ocial influences on management - such as
political, national, domestic and prof >ssional...[which] have added an extra
explanatory dimension to managerial action.” Needless to say, these social influences

have not yet been incorporated into a theory of decision making.

Another element not yet explicitly accounted for in decision making theory is the
impact history can have on decision 1naking ;)rocesses.39 As Tsoukas™ points out
“[t]he quality of an event has a sprea, an interpenetration of past and future. An
event is never what is immediately a‘ailable but also includes its contiguous past and
present.” In the majority of cases Tsoukas is correct but there are also occasions when
this is not the case. For example, in relation to decision making, programmed
decisions would certainly reveal thes > qualities. Non-programmed decision by

definition would not. This does not invalidate the point Tsoukas is making but it

Ahrne, G., (1990), Agency and organisati yn: towards a theory of organisation, London, p. 93. Ahrne
actually uses the term “substitutable” - out I think “interchangeable” also captures his meaning.
Whittington, R., (1992), Putting Giddens into action: social systems and managerial agency, Journal

of Management Studies, 29/6, p. 694.

For a discussion of institutionalist theory i;ce Powell, W. W., and DiMaggio, P. I., (eds)(1991), The
new institutionalism in organisational analysis, Chicago.

% Hickson, D. I, Butler, R. J., Cray, D., Mt llory, G. R.. and Wilson, D. C., (1986), Top decisions:
strategic decision making in organisations, San Francisco, demonstrated in their research the
impact historical circumstances have 0.1 decision making but did not explicitly incorporate this
factor into their overall analysis of the lecision aking processes studied.

Tsoukas, H., (1994), Refining common scnse: types of knowledge in management studies, Journal
of Management Studies, 31/6, p. 767.
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needs to be modified to include a conception not only of events but also of people as

having a past and a present*' and, po entially, a future.

This also raises an additional element in the decision making process - that of time
itself and the spatial location of individuals within time. Implicitly, this time element
is recognised when decision making ind uncertainty are linked.*> This linkage is due
to decision making being concerned with the social construction of the future. A
number of authors* have pointed ou how a central feature of decision making is
predicting the future. We can never -eally know what the future will be, there will
always be degrees of uncertainty44 (or probabilities). Consequently, it is up to the
individual or individuals to decide wat the future may hold and the degree of
uncertainty that is involved in any choice situation. In other words, individuals have
to construct the future, using a variet; of means. Not only is it necessary to make
predictions about what the future may hold, but it is also necessary to assess the
possible consequences of decisions tiken in the present about the future. While much
of this may be implied in contempor: ry decision making theory and is a feature of
research into the decision making process, it is not made explicit.45 March*® also
raises an additional element regardin ; future consequences of current choices when he
points out that not only is there ignorance concerning future consequences of choices
taken in the present, but that there is 1lso an “...ignorance about the knowledge

possessed by others and their probab e actiors.” Even though decision making theory

I Jacques, E., (1982), The form of time, New York, p. 70.

See Beach, L. R., (1990), Image theory: ¢ ecision making in personal and organisational contexts,
Chichester, p. 38; Pink, T., (1996), Th_psychology of freedom, Cambridge, pp. 6-7.

Beach, L. R, (1990), Image theory: deciion making in personal and organisational contexts,
Chichester, p. 38; Jacques, E., (1982), T'he form of time, New York, p. 71.

44 Jacques, E., (1982), The form of time, New York.
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does attempt to anticipate such impacts, the very nature of not knowing the future
consequences also limits the degree t> which managerial decision makers can

anticipate potential consequences and make allowances in current choices.*’

Another omission from contemporar’ managerial decision making theory is any real
sense of how the natural and built en /ironments can impact upon those involved in
the decision making process. For example, Pred*® demonstrates how the routine
practices of everyday life can be shar ed by both the built (that is human constructions)
and the natural environment. Pettigrew™® also uses spatial concepts in his history of
ICI to illustrate how spatially separat :d individuals were impacted upon and were able
to influence decisions made at corporate headquarters. A similar theme can be found

in the writings of social geographers. 0

Ethical issues are also generally over ooked in the dominant theories of managerial
decision making. As a result of the assumptions underpinning such approaches, and
the role of the environment determin ng choices, the moral accountability of managers
is reduced, *“...because to have choseil another option contrary to that required by the
situation would have damaged the so indness and effectiveness of their

. . 355 52 . Ce
organisation.” ' As Reed’” has notec, and Donaldson confirms, a positivist approach

7 See Hickson et al, (1986), Top decisions: strategic decision making in organisations, San Francisco.
March, J. G., (1988), Decisions and orgai isations, Oxford.
For an interesting discussion concerning t1is issue (although in a different context) see Giddens, A.,
(1987), The perils of punditry: Gorz and the end of the working class, Cambridge, pp. 275-296.
Pred, A., (1990), Making histories and co astructing_ human geographies: the local transformation of
practice, power relations, and consciousness, Boulder.

Pettigrew, A., (1985), The awakening giait: continuity and change in ICI, Oxford.

For example, Massey, D., and Allen, J., (¢ds)(1984). Geography matters: a reader, Cambridge;
Gregory, D., and Urry, J., (eds)(1985), Social re ations and spatial structures, London.

Donaldson, L., (1997), A positivist alterntive to the structure-action approach, Organisation
Studies, 18/1, p. 81.
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to organisations has “...successfully ¢xcluded all emotional, moral and ideological
‘distortions’ from the decision makir g process. As Baumann notes “[r]esponsibility
for choice is still a lonely matter - it 1ests fairly and squarely on the individual’s

shoulders, as do the consequences of choosing evil over good.”

Overall, managerial decision making theory that currently dominates organisational
studies is undertheorised and narrow y conceived, with many important aspects of the

decision making process either assured to be non problematic or simply overlooked.

Instead of the issues raised in the abc ve section, mere attention has been given to the
processes involved (for example, the role of politics and power; decision making as
incrcmcntalism)54 in decision making and how decision making can be explained
using these perspectives. This has been especially the case as the limitations of
economic rationalist assumptions bec ame apparent, just as the rational-legal
assumptions underpinning Weber’s tieory of bureaucracy have also been

. 5 .. . .
recognised.” However, explicit con:ideration of structure and agency and the

decision making process has been ovzrlooked.

52 Reed, M., (1992), The sociology of orgar isations: themes. perspectives and prospects, New York, p-

41.

¥ Baumann, Z., (1995), Life in fragments: :ssays in post modern morality, Oxford, p. 3.

3 See, for example, Allison, G.T., (1971), The essence of decision: explaining the Cuban missile crisis,
Boston; Bacharach, S.B., and Baratz, V1. (1962), Two faces of power, American Political Science
Review, 56, pp. 947-952; Lindblom, C .E., (1959), The science of muddling through, in Pugh,
D.S., (ed)., Organisation theory, Harmondsworth, pp. 238-255.

Reed, M., (1992), Sociology of organisat ons: theines, perspectives and prospects, New York. pp.
222-226.
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Structure, agency and managerial decision making

As pointed out previously a central e ement in decision making which has not
explicitly received the kind attention that it should have (except in a fairly limited
way) is the role of structure and agenzy in the decision making process.>® According
to Willmott, the major traditions of crganisational analyses have either disregarded or
taken for granted issues relating to human agency.”” As a result of this, within two
major theories of organisations (cont ngency theory and population ecology theory),
“...managers have no discretion and «o decision making processes can be left safety in

the ‘black box’.*® For example, Doaldson™ argues:

The human decision processes are thus largely determined as to their
outcome by the environment, the conzingencies and other factors,
including perhaps existing stracture. Thus the human processes of
perception, intention and so cn which social action theory would make
central to organisation theory are in fact revealed to be mainly
epiphenomenona of the larger variables of environment, contingency

and structure.

It is important to appreciate that decision making (of both a programmed and non-programmed
nature) is a social process, not just a tec hnical process as it is often presented.

Willmott, H., (1994), Bringing agency (b: .ck) into organisational analysis: responding to the crisis
of (post) modernity, in Hassard, J., and Parker, M. (eds). Towards a new theory of organisations,
London, p. 87.

Whittington, R., (1994), Sociological pluralism, institutions and managerial agency in Hassard, J.,
and Parker, M., (eds), Towards a new tieory of organisations, London, p. 55.

Donaldson, L., (1994), The liberal revolu ion and crganisation theory, in Hassard, J., and Parker. M.,
(eds), Towards a new theory of organis itions, London, p. 194
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According to Donaldson, agency exists, but, due to other factors, is not of significance

in organisation processes.

An alternative view of agency is outlined by Whittington,’® where he argues that those
decision making theorists (such as S:mon) who would seek to “rescue” the individual
in organisations, fail to account for the context within which processes take place. In
relation to decision making, Whitting;ton argaes that these theorists have managers as

“...too stupid and too lazy...” to make genuine choices.

Thus, on the one hand social factors xternal to the organisation determine choices of
actors, while on the other these exteraal factors are ignored and individual managers

are treated in a one dimensional way

While issues of the relationship betw zen structure and agency, and macro/micro levels
of society, have been actively pursue 1 in other disciplines, this debate has not until
recently been pursued at any depth ir. organication studies and even this has been at a
very general level. Willmott points cut that “[i]n the major traditions of
organisational analyses, the open, reflexive and purposive quality of human agency is
either taken for granted or disregardej.”(’l In relation to decision making,
Whittington(’2 argues that under cont:ngency theory and population ecology theory

decision making processes can safety be left in the “black box™ as decision makers

% Whittington, R., (1994), Sociological plu alism, institutions and managerial agency, in Hassard, J.,
and Parker, M., (eds), Towards a new ticory of organisations, London, p. 57.

o' See, for example, Reed, M., (1996) Orgar isational theorising: a historically contested domain, in
Clegg, S. R., Hardy, C., and Nord, W. R, (eds), Handbook of organisations, London, pp. 31-56.,
Willmott, H., (1994), Bringing agency ‘back) into organisational analysis, in Hassard, J.. and
Parker, M., (eds), Towards a new theory of orga nisations, London, pp. §7-130.
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have no discretion - which of course is the point Donaldson makes. Obviously, any
discussion concerning decision maki 1g processes would need to explicate the role of
structure and agency as the way in wich these factors are treated will impact
significantly upon any theorising abcut the role of individuals in the overall process.
For example, if Donaldson’s view of structure and agency is followed, then
individuals will have, at best, very liinited choices available to them as the
environment will determine the struc:ure most appropriate to the organisation and
hence structure will determine behav our. Conversely, if a social constructionist view
is followed then agents are not constrained in the choices they make and structure has

no significant part to play in matters >f choice.

Early theories of decision making included a number of assumptions which later
theorising has demonstrated to be extremely limited. For example, early theories paid
little attention to such issues of how :1 ‘problem’ in an organisation was selected for
decision; whether or not a problem actually raade it into a decision making arena; the
extent to which the original problem might bz redefined; to what extent the decision
was actually implemented; how ratio1al were the individuals involved in the decision
making process; how individuals mig ht be limited in terms of information processing
capacities, and so on. As has already been pointed out, many of these criticisms have

since been addressed.

62 Whittington, R., (1994), Sociological plwalism, institutions and managerial agency, in Hassard, J.,
and Parker, M., (ed), Towards a new th :ory of organisation, London, p. 55.




Structure , agency and management «lecision making have yet to be addressed.®’
While issues of the relationship between structure and agency, and macro/micro levels
of society have been actively pursuec. in other disciplines, this debate has only recently
been pursued, except for a number o limitec examples, at any depth in organisation

studies and even this has been at a very general level

Precisely why this should be the case is unclear, although when one examines the
‘history’ of organisation studies (and especially management) the early writers on
management were engineers and management was approached as any other
engineering problem - that is, it was ;imply ¢ matter of discovering what the

65

appropriate laws were and then applying those laws.”™ This very mechanical or

technicist approach to organisation studies still dominates.*®

This is not to claim that there has not been discussions within organisation studies
literature regarding the role of structt re and agency One of the most influential
works in this sense has been that of Furrell and Morgan.®” In their work they divided
various theoretical approaches to orginisation studies into four distinct quadrants

based on ontological, epistemological and methodological assumptions which

It is important to appreciate that decision making it a social process, not just a technical process as it
is often presented.

Whittington, R., (1992), Putting Giddens™ into action: social theory and managerial agency, Journal
of Management Studies, 29/6, pp. 693-712; Willmott, H., (1994), Bringing agency (back) into
organisational analysis: responding to he crisis of (post) modernity, in Hassard, J., and Parker,
M., (eds), Towards a new theory of organisation. London. pp. 87-130; Ranson, S., Hinings, B.,
and Greenwood, R., (1980), The struct iring of organisational structures, Administrative Science
Quarterly, 25, pp. 1-17.

Pfeffer, J., (1997), New directions for organisation theory, New York, pp. 9-11.

See, for example, the writings of Lex Dor aldson. JFor a general discussion of this issue, see Reed,
M., (1996), Rediscovering Hegel: the new historicism’ in organisation and management studies,
Journal of Management Studies, 33/2, »p. 139-158.

Burrell, G., and Morgan, G., (1979), Socilogical paradigms and organisational analysis, London.
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underpinned the different theories of organisation. Burrell and Morgan argued that
the different paradigms were incomniensurable, an argument which has since been
disputed by Hassard.®® Astley and Van de Ven, Benson, and Reed® have also drawn
attention to the various paradigms and underlying assumptions that have been used in
organisation studies. However, with the exception of Reed, various schema used to
differentiate organisation studies havz privileged either structure or agency. That is,
depending upon the way in which stracture is conceived, human actors are treated
either as objects or subjects. For instance, the works by Donaldson treat human actors
as objects whose behaviours are dete ‘mined 2y organisational structures.
Organisational structures are, in turn. determined by contingencies in the environment.
So determinate is Donaldson’s approach that even moral or ethical issues turn out to

.70
be non-problematic.”

An alternative paradigmatic approacl. in organisation studies argues that human

agency should be given priority over structurz.”

While it may appear from the foregoing that organisation studies suffers from

polarisation with either structure or azency representing the dominant variable, all

% Hassard, J., (1991), Multiple paradigms a1d organisational analysis: a case study, Organisation
Studies, 12/2, pp. 275 -299.

% Astley W. G., and Van de Ven, A. H., Cetral perspectives and debates in organisation theory,
Administrative Science Quarterly, 28, 1'p. 245-273., Benson, J. K., (1977), Organisations: a
dialectical view, Administrative Scienc: Quarterly, 22, pp. 1-21., Reed, M. (1996), Organisational
theorising: a historically contested terriin, in Clegg, S. R., Hardy, C., and Nord, W. R., (eds),
Handbook of organisation studies, Sag:, Londor, pp. 31-56..

" Donaldson, L., (1997), A positivist altern itive to the structure-action approach, Organisation
Studies, 18/1, pp 81-82. For a good sunmary of the theoretical studies utilising structure as the
key variable, see Donaldson, L., (1996 , The normal science of structural contingency theory, in
Clegg, S. R., Hardy, C., and Nord, W. R, (eds), Handbook of organisation studies, Sage, London,
pp. 57-76.

Reed, M.I., (1988), The problem of humana agency in organisational analysis, Organisational Studies,
9/1, pp. 33-46, has a useful summary o "developments in this area.
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except the most extreme accounts recognise that the issue of structure and agency is
not as clearly delineated as theorists night wish. Even Donaldson, perhaps the most
vocal defender of the role of structur: in determining action, cedes to human actors

some degree of choice - even if such choice ;s ofteri wrong.

There is, however, one social theoris: who has in recent years attempted to reconcile
the opposing view in regard to struct ire and agency and has received some, albeit

limited, attention from organisation theorists.

Giddens’ theory of structuration

Giddens sets out to develop a theory which attempts to reconcile the structure and
agency debate.” According to Whittington” structuration theory has “...considerable
potential to understanding managerial agencyv.” Reed’* has also argued that Giddens’
theory has been the most influential in providing a general theory of action that can
“...integrate a concern with structural constraint and human agency within one
conceptual framework.” This view Fas been challenged by a number of authors. For
example, Gregson’ claimed that Gicdens’ tkeory was too “...remote from the

practicalities of empirical research” ¢ nd those studies that had attempted to use

2 Giddens, A., (1979), Central problems in social thcory: action, structure and contradiction in social
analysis, London.

7 Whittington, R., (1994), Sociological plu alism, institutions and managerial agency, in Hassard, J.,
and Parker, M., (eds), Towards a new t1eory of organisations, London, p. 63.

Reed, M., (1992), The sociology of orgar isation: themes, perspectives and prospects. New York, p.
187.

5 Gregson (1989), cited in Whittington, R., (1994), Sociological pluralism, institutions and managerial

agency, in Hassard, J., and Parker, M., (eds), Towards a new theory of organisations, London, p.

64.
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Giddens’ theory have been either nairow or monolithic. Donaldson’® makes a similar
point when referring to an empirical study’’ “hat ex plicitly used Giddens’ “theory as an
organising framework. Riley’® has a so explicitly used structuration theory, but in a

very narrow way, in order to examine: the political culture of an organisation.

Notwithstanding criticisms that have been made of the use of structuration theory, it is
intended that structuration theory be 1sed as a starting point in explaining managerial
decision making. To do this it is firs necessary to discuss in some detail Giddens’
theory of structuration and consider ¢ number of criticisms directed specifically at his
theory. In the light of such criticisme¢ it may be necessary to modify structuration
theory prior to it being demonstrated that it can be used in reconciling structure ,
agency and decision making. At the same tirne it may become possible to overcome
the various limitations previously identified with much contemporary managerial

decision making theory.

In arriving at an understanding of Giddens’ theory of structuration reliance has been
placed on two of his key texts.”” Thi; reliance is not arbitrary but, rather, based on

. . .. 30
Giddens’ own assessment of his numzrous writings.

Donaldson, L., (1997), A positivist altern.itive to the structure-action approach, Organisation
Studies, 3/1, p. 55.

Pettigrew, A., (1985), The awakening giat: change and continuity at ICI, Oxford.

Riley, P., (1983), A structionist account o “political culture Administrative Science Quarterly, 28,
pp. 414 - 437.

Giddens, A., (1979), Central problems in social theory: action, structure and contradiction in social
analysis, London (hereafter CPST), anc Giddens, A., (1984), The constitution of society: outline
of the theory of structuration, Cambrid;:e (hereafter CoS).

Giddens, A., (1991), Structuration theory. past, present and future, in Byrant, C. G. A., and Jary, D,
(eds), Giddens’ theory of structuration: a critical appreciation, London, pp. 202-221.




As already pointed out, Giddens’ atte:mpts to reconcile the dualism between structure
and agency and to characterise it as ¢ duality in which neither structure nor agency is
privileged. In constructing his theor, Giddens argues®' that “[e]very social actor
knows a great deal about the conditicns of reproduction of the society of which he or
she is a member.” Social actors are 110t cultural dopes or omnipotent beings, but they

are knowledgeable, even if this know ledge may be limited.

Having argued that social actors are iinowlecgeable about their own circumstances in
society, Giddens then grants to them a sense of agency, expressed in the following

2
terms:g“

Agency refers not to the inter tions people have in doing things but
their capability of doing thos¢ things in the first place... Agency
concerns events of which an individual is the perpetrator, in the sense
that the individual could, at a1y phase, have acted differently.
Whatever happened would nct have happened if that individual had not

intervened.

Giddens™ later clarifies this idea of : gency by defining intentionality as
“...characterising an act which the pe petrator knows, or believes, will have a
particular quality or outcome and whzre suct knowledge is utilised by the author of
the act to achieve this quality of outcome.” Giddens’ cedes to individuals the capacity

to make a difference, that agents are 10t simply caught up in events over which they

81 CPST, p. 5.
8 CoS, p. 9.

38



can exercise no control. Individuals 1ave the capability to effect outcomes, not merely
react to events. This capability will vary between and among social actors, based on,
among other factors, the power individuals possess. either as individuals or as
members of an institution, for examgle, a private sector organisation, union, or part of

the apparatus of the State.

Giddens™ also recognised the centrality of routine to everyday social activity and its
importance in reducing the number of occasions choices have to be made. If it was
not for routines of life every day, it is likely agents would suffer permanent psychosis
in attempting to constantly make cho ces. The routine of everyday life operates at an
almost subconscious level making day to day social activity easier to cope with while
full attention can be given to other than routine matters. Giddens does not, however,
view social actors as some kind of atstract icea. Social actors have a physical
dimension, their bodies, which does have various constraints, which impact upon the
“_..media of mobility and communic: tion.”® Social actors are constrained by what
their bodies are physically capable of, not only in terms of physical acts, but also in
terms of how the social actor can corimunicate and the degree of mobility a social
actor can possess.g6 While social actors may be free to choose, it is important to
realise freedom to choose does not mzan freedom to act.®” It is also important to

appreciate that the knowledge possessed by the social actor need not necessarily be

% CoS, p. 10.

¥ CoS, p. XXIII.

8 CoS, p. 175.

% While the idea has important implications. at one lcvel the development of different types of
communication media can mean that st ch constraints are not as constrictive as they once were.

87 Lloyd, C., (1993), Structures of history, € xford, p. 96.
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“true” in any objective sense. Or, as Cohen®® maintains, Giddens’ theory also allows

for *“...faulty knowledge”.

According to Giddens® the processe of interaction between individuals and their
mutual knowledge is mediated by intzrpretative schemes “...whereby an accountable
universe is sustained through and in 'he course of interaction.” It is in the course of
interaction that structure becomes important, where it is a *“...property of social

1590 .
¥ Social

systems ‘carried’ in reproduced practices embedded in time and space.
systems do not have purposes, reasor s, or needs, only human individuals.”' Social
systems are, however, important as s ructure is a property of social systems.”
Structure is therefore embedded in sc cial systems and at the same time mediates
actions between knowledgeable soci: | actors. Giddens defines structure as the
“...rules and resources that, in social -eproduction, ‘bind’ time.” He then elaborates
this definition to argue that “[a]s I eniploy it, ‘structure’ refers to ‘structural property’
or, more exactly, to ‘structuring prop:rty’, [as] providing the ‘binding’ of time and

. . 1,94
space in social systems.

It is struc ure wh ch provides coherence to the actions of
social actors with social systems at d::finite points of space and time. Giddens is,
however, careful not to privilege structure over action or vice versa pointing out that

“...the notions of action and structure presuppose one another...” but it needs to be

recognised that this dependence is a dialectical relation.”” Giddens is able to maintain

8 Cohen, 1. 1., (1989), Structuration theory: Anthony Giddens and the constitution of sacial life,

Basingstoke, p. 134.
8 CPST, p. 83.
% CoS, p. 170.
' CPST, 1979, p. 7.
2 CoS, p. 170.
* CPST, p. 63.
™ CPST, p. 64.
* CPST, p. 53.

40



this position as a key feature of his tl eory of structuration as structure is enacted

(instantiated) at the moment of action.”®

In this sense, structure does not, in fzct cannot, exist independently of individual
interaction. Giddens”’ also recognis s that individuals do not act in vacuums, that all
“...action occurs in contexts that, for any given single actor, include many elements
which the actor neither helped to brir g into being nor has any significant control
over.” Social actors are a part of already existing sets of social arrangements. For
example, rules which form part of the structural property of social systems “...can only
be grasped in the context of the histo ical development of social totalities, as

. . . . . 93
recursively implicated in practices.”

Giddens then develops this idea of context and
historical circumstances by noting thit “...social theory must acknowledge time-space

intersections as essentially involved .n all social existence.” Social theory has to take
account of “...not only the temporality of social conduct but also its spatial

»100

attributes. Social systems, whicl compr se of both social agents and structures

extend both through space and time."'”

Giddens'® argues that, for example, he social transition involved in leaving home to
go to work is also a movement throu;th space. Social interaction can thus be

understood as a “coupling” of paths 11 social encounters. Such encounters take place

% CPST, pp. 39-40.
77 CoS, p. 346.

% CPST, p. 65.

% CPST, p. 54.

19 CPST, p. 202.

1 CPST, pp. 203-204.
12 CPST, p.205.
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in locales.'™ For Giddens, locales refers “...to the use of space to provide the sertings

of interaction, the settings in turn beiag essential to specifying its contextuality.”

In summary, Giddens attempts to res»lve the problems of structure and agency by
privileging neither one over the othei. Instead social actors instantiate structure at the
moment of social interaction. Social actors «re free to choose, given certain physical
constraints, and are a part of social s 'stems. Social actors are also a product of, and
contribute to, the ongoing developme nt of social systems. At the same tire social

interaction has a spatial, temporal, ar d historical dimension.

While the theory of structuration has had some impact on organisation studies'®* it has
not been without its critics.'” There are a number of specific criticisms which need to

be noted.

Criticisms of structuration

The first major criticism that can be 1nade of the theory of structuration is the way in

which structure is theorised. For example, Szwell'™

argues that a major problem with
Giddens’ theory of structuration is his failure to adequately specify structure, claiming

“...it remains frustratingly underspec fied.” Part of the problem Sewell has identified

with Giddens’ definition of structure is Giddzns’ claim that structure is virtual, it has

1% CoS, p. 118.

'™ See Whittington, R., (1992), Putting Gid Jens into action: social systems and managerial agency,
Journal of Management Studies, 29/6, Hp. 693 - 712.

For a general criticism of structure/agenc y theory, sce Donaldson, L., (1997), A positivist
alternative of the structure-action approach, Organisation Studies, 18/1, pp. 77 - 92.

105

of Sociology, 98/1, p. 5.
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no existence independently of social actors, only coming into existence at the moment
of instantiation. However, Giddens lias also defined structure in terms of rules and
resources. These rules and resources are then linked to allocative and authoritative
power. As Sewell rightly points out, while it may be possible for rules to be virtual,
this is certainly not the case with rescurces. Resources can, and do, have a physical
existence, which immediately creates problemns for Giddens’ definition of structure in
terms of resources, if not rules. Sewell then proposes that Giddens’ definition of
structure be redefined as being comp >sed simultaneously of schemas (which replaces

108
and

‘rules’) which are virtual, and of rescurces, which are actual."”” Thompson
Callinicos'® also raise similar problems in the way in which Giddens theorises
structure. A point in relation to rules overlooked by the critics of Giddens is the
relationship between rules and technology. Rules can achieve a physical status by
being embedded in technology. Whi e the rule may not itself have a physical
existence, the technology within which the rule is embedded certainly does. For
example, the rules that govern the op :ration of computer software are not necessarily

visible but are given a physical prese 1ce through being embedded within the computer

technology.

Callinicos''"” questions also the extent to which it is possible, as Giddens does, to
generalise from language practices te social practices. Even if such an approach is
valid, it is still not without problems. For example, rules and resources (which for

Giddens represents structuring prope ties) have an existence independent of social

197 Sewell, W. H., (1992), A theory of structare: duality, agency and transformation, American Journal

of Sociology, 98/1, pp. 10 - 13.

1% Thompson, J.B., (1984), Studies in the tt eory of ideology, Cambridge, pp. 148 - 172.

199 Callinicos, A., (1985), Anthony Giddens a contemporary critique, Theory and Society, 14/2.
pp- 133 - 166.

1O Callinicos, A., (1985), Anthony Giddens a contemporary critique, Theory and Society, 14/2.
pp. 138-139.
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actors. Certainly, these rules and resources are instantiated during language practices,
but the existence of such rules and resources is independent of action, simply being
called upon when needed by social a:tors. In turn the knowledge of such rules and
resources can then enable or constrain action prior to such action taking place. These
are all significant criticisms, as the v:ry notion of structure is a central feature of the

theory of structuration.

Another major criticism is that founc in Whittington''! where it is noted that Giddens’
insistence of the capacity of agents t¢ mobilise and transform structural properties of
social systems is controversial. Therz are several reasons for this, all seerning to
revolve around Giddens’ theorising structure as being instantiated during action. For
example, such conception undermine¢ s any sense of structures as being preconstituted
and relatively autonomous of action. There 1s the danger that the theory of

structuration could be accused of beig excessively subjectivist.

While these are substantial criticisms of Giddens’ theory there is still much of his
theory which is useful - for example, the importance he places on context, time, space,
historical circumstances, and so on. Rather than attempt to modify Giddens’ theory it
is proposed to use another soctial theorist who is still concerned with reconciling
structure and agency and has many o “the features of Giddens’ theory of structuration,

but whose theory does not pose the sime difficulties at does Giddens.

" Whittington, R., (1992), Putting Gidden: into acti»n: social systems and managerial agency,
Journal of Management Studies, 29/6, ». 697.
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Lloyd’s structurism

Lloyd''? uses the term structurist theory to differentiate his theory from structuration
theory and he has good reasons for d»ing so. Lloyd characterises structurist theory as
being “...resolutely historical in that it refers to the dialectical process in which the
structure of society’s institutionalisec. system of rules, roles, and relations are
reproduced, and transformed through human thought and action, which, over time it

. 113
enables and constrains.

Lloyd exslicitly “ecognises that structures can both enable
as well as constrain actions, something which Giddens implies. At the centre of
Lloyd’s theory is “...a conception of the person as a socially powerful agent with
intentions and abilities to choose refl :>ctively and to structure society meaningfully,

. . . . . sl 14
according to intentions and unintentionally.

For Lloyd, people are the prime
agents of society who have “...dispos tional (including teleological) propensities to
behave in certain ways, as well as conscious intentions. Their behaviour is therefore
taken to be a result of a combination >f causes - psychological dispositions, intentions,
social structural and ecological imperatives, and conscious rational and irrational

115" Giddens and Lloyd have much in common in this regard, but Lloyd’s

choices.
theorising of structure does not suffe: from the same weakness as does Giddens’

theorising of structure - although Lloyd does seem to overlook the temporal dimension
of social interaction whereas Gidden: makes it explicit. Lloyd, in contrast to Giddens,

grants to structure an ‘existence’ ind¢ pendent of individuals, arguing “[c]oncepts of

human structuring agency and power imply tae existence of real structures of rules.

"z Lloyd, C., (1993), The structures of histc ry, Oxford.

13 Lloyd, C., (1993), The structures of histc ry, Oxford, p. 55
" Lloyd, C., (1993), The structures of histc ry, Oxford, p. 184.
"5 Lloyd, C., (1993), The structures of histc ry, Oxford, p. 161.




roles, and relations that are the emer;zent results, objects, and conditions of human

. . ol I
choice, action, and thought.”"'® It is important to note that structures cannot produce
or reproduce themselves''” as structt res are the outcome of agents “...who work upon

pre-existing materials and within largely pre-existing patterns and relationships.”"'®

A central feature of Lloyd’s theory is humans as agents. He argues:

It is a fundamental characteri ;tic of humans that they are agents - they
have intentions, choose courszs of action, act to achieve perceived
goals, try to realise plans, at ] :ast much of the time - and they also
endow their own acts, goals, elationships, and the world generally,

with a multitude of meanings e

Humans are consciously acting indiv duals, as well as knowledgeable individuals.

They are capable to imputing meanir.g not only to their own actions, but to the actions
of others. It is also recognised that tl ese acts. can have a multitude of meanings which
agents are able to apply in order to make sense of various situations - there is room for

ambiguity - and thus meaning can be contested.

Lloyd also defines agency in terms o: people - it is something people have by virtue of
being people. But, as Lloyd notes, agency “. .is not an invariably determining

disposition to behave in a (so-called) rational egoistic manner, as many writers in neo-

16 Lloyd, C., (1993), The structures of histc ry, Oxford, p. 95.

17 Lloyd, C., (1993), The structures of histc ry, Oxford, p. 139
18 Lloyd, C., (1993), The structures of histc ry, Oxford, p. 94
"9 Lloyd, C., (1993), The structures of histc ry, Oxford, p. 139.
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classical economics and individualist psychological traditions seem to believe.”'*"

This characterising of agency is cons stent with Lloyd’s description of humans,
otherwise there would not be a multi ude of meanings for individual actions, but

instead a single meaning for all actio1s, clearly an untenable position.

This does not mean that there are no ~onstraints upon humans as agents. There are
and it is in this regard that Lloyd introduces his idea of structure. For Lloyd, structural
boundaries provide the constraints uj on choice and action of both consciousness and
action. These boundaries can be eith:r ideological, cultural, social, or political.”l To
which he should also have added physical, both in terms of the natural and built
environment, and the characteristics of humans. Lloyd also notes that another
enabling or constraining feature of ht.mans as agents is the amount of power to which
they have access. Lloyd recognises tiat powzar will be unevenly distributed
throughout society and that most peole will have little power to control and alter
their own life patterns, while others v/ill have sufficient power to control not only their
own live and the lives of others, but : Iso to manipulate and transform social situations
and structures.'* Tt is important to note that Lloyd attributes to all people power, it is
just the amount and extent of power vhich becomes significant in social
circumstances. The lesser the amour t of power of an individual the lesser will be
their sphere of influence. No individaal is totally powerless - in exercising choice
they exercise the power of free will - by simply choosing to do or not to do something

is, in itself, an exercise of power.

120 Lloyd, C., (1993), The structures of histc ry, Oxford, p. 184.
2! Lloyd, C., (1993), The structures of hist ry, Oxford, p. 94.
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Summary

Lloyd has more to offer in terms of s ructure and agency than has Giddens. Lloyd’s
theory does not suffer the same key \/eaknesses that Giddens’ theory of structuration
possesses. Lloyd’s theory is also not withour some problems, as has already been
noted, but these problems can be mo ¢ easily accommodated to Lloyd’s theoretical
framework without destroying the in egrity of such framework. By combining
elements of structuration theory with elements of structurist theory it is argued that a
more accurate theory of managerial cecision making can be developed which provides

an explicit account of the role of stru:ture and agency.

In summary, the theory of structure a1d agency that will be used in this thesis consists
of the following key features. First, : tructures do not possess determinate qualities;
rather, providing a framework (both >hysical and social) which operates to enable or
constrain the actions of persons as sccial agents. It is important to appreciate that a
key feature which enables or constrains the actions of social agents is the institutional
contexts within which such individu: Is are located. Such institutions can be broadly
representative of social, political, anc economic structures. A central set of structures
which will often mediate social and ¢ conomic structures are the structures that

comprise the political and legislative apparatus of the State.

22 Lloyd C., (1993), The structures of histo 'y, Oxford. p. 94.
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While there have been a number of different theories of the State'*® what is of concern
in this thesis is the recognition that s'ructures are always present in terms of the
institutions and apparatus that compiise the State. The individuals and their motives
may change, but the actual structures and institutions which comprise the State will
remain relatively constant. A prime -eason for the importance of the State is the State
is in a position to provide legitimation for the activities of either individuals or
organisations. Alternatively, the State can also declare certain actions as not being
legitimate (providing the appropriate processes are observed). The State is also in a
position to enable or constrain actions of the Company by using either the power
available to it either legislatively, or by the use of withdrawal of the resources at the
command of the State. However, it <till needs to be remembered that it is individuals
acting, but they act always within the institutional structures of the State. As will be
demonstrated in subsequent chapters the State had an important role to play in the
overall development of the Company, especially in attempts by the Company to obtain
a reliable water supply for mining op >rations at Broken Hill, and supplying police to

protect the property of the Company luring vnion disputes at Broken Hill.

Second, social actors are knowledgecble, purposive human beings whose choices can
be enabled and constrained by structt ral factors. Third, the choices and actions of
social actors will be influenced by tirie-space structures and relationships. These are

the result of historical processes. In other words, choices and actions are path

123

See Jessop, B., (1990), State theory: put ing the capitalist state in its place, Polity, Cambridge;

Evans, P. B., Rueschemeyer, D., and Skocpcl, T., (eds)(1985),Bringing the state back in. Cambridge

University Press, Cambridge.
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dependent on the inherited time-space context that has accreted as a consequence of

past choices and actions.

Managerial decision making :ind structurist theory

It has been argued above that issues of structure and agency will either be explicitly or
implicitly embedded in managerial dz=cision making. This embeddedness will be
revealed in the processes that constit 1te managerial decision making. In making
choices the impact of structure and a zency will become apparent. Hence, for the
purposes of this thesis it is necessary to spec.ty in some detail how the key concepts of
structure and agency will impact upon choice, as constituted in the processes of

managerial decision making.

At the core of processes of manageri\l decision making are the key concepts of
structure and agency. The way, or wys, in which choice situations are conceived will
be significantly influenced by the various factors of both structure and agency which
impact upon choices. As the literatu e review above demonstrates structure and
agency are two central issues which need to be accounted for in choice situations. For
it is structure (both physical and sociil) which provides the context within which

agents make choices.

For my purpose, social structure is those rules, roles, and relations which shape the
everyday discourse, activities and intzractions of social actors. To social structure

also has to be added physical structuie as represented by either the built or natural



environment. Physical structure provides the space (or locales, to use Giddens’ term)
for social structure to be constituted n interaction between and among social agents
and, as with social structure, will encble or constrain both the choices available, and

the feasibility of such choices, to soc al actors.

Agents, or social actors, are individu ils who have intentions and the capacity to make
a difference. Choices available to agznts will be influenced by structural conditions

prevailing at the time choices are bei g made.

But the very conditions which consti ute both structure and agents have also been
shaped by other factors, most notably developments which have occurred, over time,
of choices made by agents who have long deoarted the scene. Choices made in the
past continue to have consequences i1 the present, and, potentially, the future. As a
result of such historical and natural forces agents are embedded in structures over
which they had little control. Implicitly or explicitly choices available to agents in the
present will be enabled or constraine 1 by choices made by agents in the past, just as

choices made in the present will enat le or constrain choices made in the future.

The choices available to agents will tie enablzd or constrained by structural elements
and, depending upon a number of factors, agents will have the capacity to either
intentionally or unintentionally impact upon social and physical structures. A key
variable is the resources available to 1gents, and the way agents make use of such
resources. In other words, the potential power available to social actors will also
shape not only what choices are available but also what choices are feasible, given the

context of the agents involved.



An important point to note is that agents can also constitute different social groups as
a result of structural conditions. Ind)viduals are agents, but they are also part of
broader social structures by virtue of such individual characteristics as occupation,
gender, ethnicity, religion, economic circumstances and so on. These broader social
structures also have the potential to enable o constrain individual choices. Broader
social structures are not simply an aggregation of agents blindly pursuing their own
self interests. Broader social structues are comprised of different types of social
groups which agents can choose to v iry the extent to which they incorporate the

purposes of the broader social group into their own choices.

As a result of this, agents will need to take account of other agents, either as an
individual agent, or as representing a broader social grouping, when choices are being
made. While it is not possible to tak : account of all agents and their possible
reactions to any choices that are mad:, there will be agents whose relations will have a
degree of predictability in respect to he choices made. That is choices made by
agents are as likely to be contested b’ other ugents as such choices are likely to be
agreed with. It is in the contesting ol choices that power becomes significant. By
marshalling the resources available to them, agents will attempt to impose their choice
on other social actors. Choices are n>t made in a vacuum but rather in structured
contexts which includes other social ictors who may or may not agree with the
intentions of one group of social actcrs. The type and availability of resources then

becomes important in deciding whos: choices prevail. Power becomes a central issue.

Thus, decision making in organisational contexts is a much more complex process

than contemporary models of managerial decision making would allow for.
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The various models of decision mak:ng either implicitly or explicitly discuss the
relationship between structure and agency in various ways. For example, there are
models of decision making which pr vilege structure or agency to such an extent that

structure determines what are the apypropriate choices available to managers.

Alternatively, the garbage can model of decision making presents a view of decision
making as being very loosely structu ed, with agents free to chose when they would

enter (or leave) the overall decision riaking process.

The rational model of decision making as developed from the work of Simon does
attempt to balance issues of structure and agency but in such a way that limits the
impact of structure and agency on de >ision making. Individuals are treated as one
dimensional clones while structure i< present only as a procedure issue, rather than an
issue that actually shapes the overall decision process. As individuals are treated as
clones, they therefore share the same values of raticnality; hence choices are not

contested. Issues of power simply d¢ not arise.

The richness and complexity of man:.gerial decision making processes is captured by
structurist theory, when agents are capable of making intentional choices, but such
choices are constrained or enabled by either social or physical structures. Because of
these structures, freedom to chose dczs not mean freedom to act. As detailed in the
literature review above contemporary' models of managerial decision making fail to
capture the richness and complexity nherent in choice situations. Instead, decision
making is represented simply as a technical procedure which, if followed in the

appropriate way, results in the ‘corre :t’ choice being made.



At the heart of structurist theory is the way in which choices are made and the factors
which impact upon such choices. M nagericl decision making is also about choices
but in an organisational context rather than a general social context. As both Giddens
and Lloyd are developing general soc ial theory, there will be specific elements lacking
in applying this theory to organisatio 1al contexts. For example, the nature of the
organisational product becomes important and the economic imperative of
organisational existence is something; that managers and others have to be constantly
aware. Other issues may become apparent daring the course of discussion. There is,
however, no reason why these factor; cannot be accommodated in a structurist theory
as it is possible to argue that while not made explicit, these specifically organisational
features are implied in terms of phys cal and social structural conditions. Therefore,
even though the context may vary one can argue that the key features of choice

making in general social contexts co1ld also be applied to organisational contexts.
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Conclusion

The specific theory of managerial de:ision making to be used in this thesis differs

from the dominant theory of manage ial decision making in a number of ways.

First, attention is paid to the questior of deciding tc decide in the first place.
Managerial decision making commences when there is the perception that a situation
may arise which may have positive or negative consequences for either the individual
manager or the operations of the orgi.nisation. This does not mean any action will
necessarily be taken by managers. A number of other issues also become important in
influencing any action. Not only does there have to be a perception that some form of
action may be necessary but the indiidual manager who perceives that action may
need to be taken also needs to either nave sufficient power or be connected with
someone who has sufficient power tc have the issue at least placed on the
organisational agenda. If the individal manager is not so empowered then it is
doubtful if the issue will make it ont the agenda of the organisation. The question of
an issue making it onto the agenda o " the Company is, in terms of the case study, not
an issue. Managerial decision makir g of the directors and senior managers is the
focus of the empirical material and given their positions in the Company, there was
generally no problem with items being placed on the agenda of the Company for

action.

Second, once an issue has been placed on the agenda of the organisation there is no
guarantee that any action will be tak :n, or that the issue may not even be re defined.
In fact, even though an issue has been placed on the agenda of the organisation, there

are no guarantees that any action will be taken because the whole decision making
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process is not necessarily a linear one as the dominant theory of managerial decision
making would seem to suggest. Instcad, the actual process of arriving at a decision
outcome is just as likely to resemble the garbage can model of decision making as it is
the decision making process being bised on assumptions of economic rationality,
incrementalism or satisficing. Empirical research by Hickson et al. and Cohen et al

clearly demonstrates the variability cf decision making processes.'**

Finally, embedded within manageria decision making processes are issues of
structure and agency. Organisations do not make decisions. Certainly, decisions are
made on behalf of organisations, but it is individuals who chose although within
certain structural constraints. It is in this area of structure and agency and the
managerial decision making process that both Giddens and Lloyd have significant
contributions to make, providing allc wance is made for the differing contexts within
which their theories were developed and the context within which their theories will

be applied.

By explicitly combining a theory of 1nanagerial decision making with a theory of
structure and agency, it is argued tha: a fuller understanding of managerial decision

making will be possible.

2% Hickson, D. 1., Butler, R.J., Cray, D., Mallory, G. R., and Wilson, D. C., (1986) Top decisions:
strategic decision making in organisations, San Francisco; and Cohen, M. D., March, J. G., and
Olsen, J. P, (1972), A garbage can mc del of organisational choice, Administrative Science

Quarterly, 17, pp. 1-25.
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