Organizational Ecology:
The Creation of Shared Futures

The population-ecology and contingency
views of organization both view organizations as existing in a state of
tension or struggle with their environments. Both presume that organiza-
tions and environments are separate phenomena. Under the influence of
developments in modern systems theory, however, this kind of assump-
tion has attracted increasing criticism. Organizations, like organisms, are
not really discrete entifies, even thbugh it may be convenient to think of
them as such. They do not live in isolation and are not self-sufficient.
Rather, they exist as elements in a complex ecosystem.

Many biologists now believe that it is the whole ecosystem that evolves
and that the process of evolution can really be understood only at the
level of the total ecology. This has important implications because it sug-
gests that organisms do not evolve by adapting to environmental changes
or as a result of these changes selecting the organisms that are to survive.
Rather, it suggests that evolution is always evolution of a pattern of
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relations embracing organisms and their environments. It is the patt
: ern,

not just the separate units composing this pattern, that evolves. Or
Kenneth Boulding has put it, evolution involves the Hsun.-j‘,al- - t}e:s
fitting,” not just the survival of the fittest. €

When we f&ntten?pt tc: understand the ecology of organizations with this
perspective in I"nlnd,‘lt becomes necessary to understand that organi-
zations and their environments are engaged in a pattern of co-creation,
where each produces the other. Just as in nature, where the environment
of an organism is composed of other organisms, organizational environ-
ments are in large measure composed of other organizations. Once we
recognize this, it becomes clear that organizations are, in principle, able to
influence the nature of their environment. They can play an active role in
shaping their future, especially when acting in concert with other organi-
zations. Environments then become in some measure always negotiated
environments rather than independent external forces.

If we look at the organizational world, we find that, as in nature, col-
laboration is often as common as competition. Organizations in the same
industry frequently get together under the umbrella of trade and profes-
sional associations to collaborate in relation to shared interests. Formal
and informal cartels for price fixing, agreements regarding areas of
competition and market sharing, and the joint sponsorship of lobbies
designed to influence government legislation are obvious examples. The
Tobacco Trust, which was established by leading U.S. tobacco companies
to help shape research on the link between cancer and smoking, presents
a particularly striking example of cooperation between firms that are
normally engaged in fierce competition.

Examples of day-to-day collaborative relations between organizations
in different industries or in different parts of the same industry are also
very common. For example, firms often cultivate interlocking director-
ships to create a measure of shared decision making and control, engage
in joint ventures to pool expertise or share risk in research and de?elop’
ment, strike agreements with suppliers or manufacturers to achieve a
measure of “vertical integration” of production, and engage i-n nflmﬁ_m“‘-;
kinds of informal networking. They also sometimes establish informa
joint organizations to link firms that have an interest in sPe‘-"al_ Pmblem,s
or lines of development. For example, in the financial services industry 1t
IS not uncommon for banks, trust companies, insurance firms, and other
) on tor ba 5 P ) form of
Interested agencies to offer joint services, in effect creating a new be seen
Organization at the level of the industry. Gimilar developments can o€
N many other areas as well.

An ecological perspective that emphasizes the importance of collabo-

: _ erstand and
ration can make an important contribution to how we underst
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ethic of collaboration receives rn'UCh more attention. " e

A number of social scientists mSPImd oy the W or‘k of the late Eric Tri
have now begun to develop this .\'1ew of Qrgamzanon.al ecology, im’esgf
gating the possibility of developing new patterns of interorgan;;yy, -
relations that can help shape the future in a proactive way. Building on th,
observation that these relations emerge as a natural response g compley.
ity and turbulence in the environment, Trist argued that they shoulq b
encouraged to help make the turbulence more manageable. I Sever|
“action projects,” he and his colleagues sought to develop “referens
organizations” to regulate relations between stakeholders in broad-baseq
“domains.” The idea of such domain-based organizations is to embrace
the organization-environment relations of a whole set of constituent
organizations so that what were once external relations—for example,
between competing or interdependent firms or between labor and
management—now in some measure become internal relations that are
open to collaborative action. The approach has been applied in a wide
variety of settings to tackle problems of environmental pollution, regional
and community economic development, and the development of indus-
trial associations. Trist and his collea gues also encourage the development
of informal learning networks that can generate domain-based exchange
and discussion, promote shared appreciations of concerns and problems,
facilitate the emergence of common values and norms, and thus possibly
find new solutions to shared problems.

The concern in both cases is to allow the ecology of organizational rela-
tions to evolve and survive. Just as natural ecologists are concerned abqut
the disastrous effects of industrial pollution on the natural world, Trist
and his successors believe that our organizational ecology is menaced !3}’
highly individualistic lines of action that threaten to make the social
world completely unmanageable. The concept of organizational e»:folDSY
is thus marshaled as a new and creative way of thinking and acting i1
relation to these problems.

Strengths and Limitations
of the Organismic Metaphor

. invitation o
_ We began this chapter with the lm;levjew of
View organizations as organisms and have ended up Wi
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central ideas of modern organization theory. This is because
most modern organization theorists have looked to nature to understand
orgﬁn'lz*‘““m" and nrgnnizatinnal life. The ideas identified provide an
ent illustration of how a metaphor can open our minds to a system-
ay of thinking. By exploring the parallels between organ-
erms of organic functioning, relations with

come of the

ex;\?“
atic and novel w
isms and organizations in 1
the environment, relations between species, and the wider ecology, it has

peen possible to produce different theories and explanations that have
ications for organization and management.

very practical impli
Given the rich and varied insights thus generated, it is difficult to

identify strengths and limitations that apply equally to all variations of
the metaphor. However, there are a number of important commonalities.
One of the main strengths of the metaphor stems from the emphasis
aced on understanding relations between organizations and their envi-
ronments. The mechanical theories explored in Chapter 2 more or less
ignored the role of the environment, treating organizations as relatively
closed systems that could be designed as clearly defined structures of
parts. In contrast, the ideas considered in this chapter stress that organi-
zations are open systems and are best understood as ongoing processes
rather than as collections of parts. Using the image of an organism in
constant exchange with the environment, we are encouraged to take an
open and flexible view of organization. We can recognize that so long as
key processes are functioning in an effective manner, everything may be

pl

going well.

This leads us to the second strength of the metaphor: The management
of organizations can often be improved through systematic attention to
the “needs” that must be satisfied if the organization is to survive. The
metaphor emphasizes survival as the key aim or primary task facing any
organization. This contrasts with the classical focus on specific opera-
tional goals. Survival is a process, whereas goals are often targets or end
points to be achieved. This reorientation gives management an increased
flextbility, for if survival is seen as the primary orientation, specific goals
are framed by a more basic and enduring process that helps prevent them
ff'om becoming ends in themselves, a common fate in many organiza-
tfﬂﬂs- The focus on the use and acquisition of resources also helps empha-
size that the process of organizing is much broader and more basic than
the task of achieving specific goals.
act;[::f‘ f(:cu&: Onl‘rm-_-udb" also encourages Lfs to see organizatio-r'fs as ]intt-er—
by ths fn:‘;cubez-. that have to be balanced internally as well ;l:» !l:l re 3 E‘;
human m-;tmmenl. T_hua,kwe sv_e strategy, str_uctxlire, tec}‘moﬂogt}: an )
1i\'ing heed _mdnagcnal dimensions of grgal1lzatx(1n as subsystems wi

s that must be satisfied in a mutually acceptable way.
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Otherwise, the openness and health of the Zver::: SytSte-m 'suffer. Imagipe

io-technical system where human needs characteristic of the highe,
a socio-tec '« need hierarchy meet a technology character;, d
reaches of Maslow’s l"l.t.E' SN It is one of hu Loy
routine, boring, low-discretion jobs. The resu man bored,,
and alienation where game play in.g a'}d Sab?ageb(:tz'; emerge as megpg
of gaining self-respect. The abrasive m-terai) I(t)l; ‘ twen subsystems i,
this case is likely to produce an. ongoing battle be een- workers ang
management, high absenteeism, job turnover u{herT new ]0b§ are freely
available, poor-quality products, and low orgamzatlon.al self-image. The
socio-technical approach suggests that, by accommodating and balancing
basic needs, strategic management can create a much more harmonioys
and productive work environment, _ -

The third principal advantage of the metaphor is that in 1dentifying
different “species” of organization we are alerted to the fact that in orga-
nizing we always have a range of options. The ideas relating to matrix
and other team-based and organic forms of organization and the research
showing how effective organization is contingent on environmental cr-
cumstances emphasize that managers and those involved in organization
design always have choice and that effective organization depends on the
quality of choice. Although those favoring a population-ecology perspec-
tive may adopt the rather pessimistic stance that this choice will never
count for much because environmental forces ultimately have the upper
hand in determining the fate of an organization, the contingency view
offers a new flexibility of approach.

The fourth major strength of the metaphor is that it stresses the virtue
of organic forms of organization in the process of innovation. It would be
an exaggeration to suggest that mechanistic organizations do not inno-
vate, but the point contains an important kemnel of truth. The ideas
exPlc)red in this chapter are at one in suggesting that if innovation is a pni-
ority, Fher? flexible, dynamic, project-oriented matrix or organic forms of
e Wi.“ be superior to the mechanistic-bureaucratic ones.

S practice of organizational development, espe-

cially thruugh the cnn!ingency approach. The metaphnr has also had a

major impact upon the lhem-y and practice of corporate strategy, which
for the most part now focyus

S ¢S On achieving an appropriate fit between
Organization and environment 5 Approprs

F‘ < 3 afe : .
inally, the metaphor ig makmg important contributions through @

.f ocus on “ecology” and interorganizational relations, Researchers adopt
g ecological views have reinforced the jdea tl;'n a thl'wn . of interorgant
zational relations is necessary if we are 55 lmd;r'il and h?}w the world ©
PTRanization ac tually evolves, If the ol'ganizatim\;il‘ ecologists are o
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o be necessary to create new forms of interorganizational

it Il y I: >
deal with the complex environments that modern organiza
7‘. 1- -

celations t0

oW face.
d in Chapter 1, a way of seeing is a way of not seeing. Now that

the organismic image of organization has established its powerful cre-
dentials, it 1S difficult to see how the classical theorists could have given
so little attention to the influence of the environment. It is also difficult to
see how they could have believed that there are uniform principles of
management worthy of universal application. Yet we have to remember
that the organizational world was much simpler then. The rise in impor-
tance of the organismic metaphor is in many respects a product of
changing times that have undermined the efficiency of bureaucratic orga-

,anization theorists did not simply discover the organismic

nizations. Org
metaphor; they needed it to keep abreast of developments, and as we
have seen, they have exploited its insights in many different ways.

This said and done, the metaphor does have major limitations, most of
which are associated with the basic way of seeing that the metaphor
encourages. The first of these is the fact that we are led to view organiza-
tions and their environments in a way that is far too concrete. We know
e in a natural world with material properties that deter-
s inhabitants. We can see this world. We can
touch and feel it. Nature presents itself as being objective and real in every
aspect. However, this image breaks down when applied to society and
organization because organizations and their environments can, at least to
some extent, be understood as socially constructed phenomena. As we will
discuss in some detail in Chapter 5, organizations are very much products
of visions, ideas, norms, and beliefs, sO their shape and structure is much
more fragile and tentative than the material structure of an organism. True,
there are many material aspects of organizations, such as land, buildings,
machines, and money, but organizations fundamentally depend for life—
in the form of ongoing organizational activity—upon the creative actigns
of human beings. Organizational environments can also be seen as being
products of human creativity because they are made through the actions of
the individuals, groups, and organizations who populate then.
) In view of this, it is misleading to suggest that organizations
adapt” to their environments, as do the contingency theorists,
environments “select” the organizations that ar€ to survive, as do the
Population ecologists. Both views tend to make organizatiuns agd ti;:;:
{E‘;?E’:h dLip‘endcnt upon furces_opcrating in an;’::ﬂ:’;ft‘;] ‘:t‘;irs :i e
cumtruc{:gnmng that they are active agents f)?era I,ei; S grganizationﬂl
9"01utionu-m of that world. The natural selection VIEW S % g ence in
in particular gives the individual organization
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ival. This view undermines the power (f Organi,

3 » for surv . ] il
the ‘.ntl'ugglt sir own futurec T
ir members to help make their ures. Organ Zation,

unlike organisms, have a choice as to whgtlﬁirorea}; :;;E, t<-> r:f).mpe.tc
‘ollaborate. We may agree t}fat an Orgﬂmg‘h ey t&a ;1" lb()létmn can
]Lmve little impact on the enwronnTen.t, anf t:n;e -av t e'enwronmem
sresents itself as external and real.u} .ItS effects, 'ut l.t IS quite a differeny
fmtter when we consider the possibility Of.organlzatl}(sns COlI:aborating in
pursuit of plural interests to shape.the_enwronment t ey d.esue.

A second limitation of the organismic meta.phor rests in its assumption
of “functional unity.” If we look at organisms in the natural world we find
them characterized by a functional interdependence where every element
of the system under normal circumstances works for all the other ele
ments. Thus, in the human body the blood, heart, lungs, arms, and legs
normally work together to preserve the homeostatic functioning of the
whole. The system is unified and shares a common life and a common
future. Circumstances in which one element works in a way that sabo-
tages the whole, as when appendicitis or a heart attack threatens one’s
life, are exceptional and potentially pathological.

If we look at most organizations, however, we find that the times
at which their different elements operate with the degree of harmony
discussed above are often more exceptional than normal. Most organiza-
tions are not as functionally unified as organisms. The different elements
of an organization are usually capable of living separate lives and often
do so. Although organizations mgy at times be highly unified, with
people in different departments working in a selfless way for the organi-

zation as a whole, they may at other times be characterized by schism
and major conflict.

tions and the
or

The org'an@mic metaphor has had a subtle yet important impact on our
general th_mkmg by encouraging us to believe in a state of unity where
Sver??ne,fs “pulling together.” Thig style of thought usually leads us tosee
i e linersted vty s s o s

; ; _absentin the healthy organization, As will becon
appa_rmt from discussion in Chapter 6, where we will be examining 0184
n{z;;n)uns as political systems, the emphasis upon unity rather than conflict
itr,gu:i,::ir:}:,ll,:'-t,“:; of Iorgamizatiun may be an inherent weakness of tl::
begun to reco HILJ{:; tn recent years, those favoring the metaphof I;:\
power in org 6‘- ati ".&' Weakness by Biving more attention to the ¢
_ rganizations, but they rarely have one so far as to abandon 1
u?eal.uf functional unity, There are F,m;d maﬁ(;i; forkthis et thatorse”
nizations can work in g funclinnal;y unified way fa ‘;'r"u'a i parl‘ii"ﬁmi'
among managers chargcd with the task of hdldin!;; (;rgmﬁmtii.ms toget of.
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through the organizations that domin
argue that this style of thinking runs the danger of producing an organi-

zational society populated by the “organization man” and the “organi-
» People become resources to be developed rather than
lued in themselves and who are encouraged to
n future. This issue directs attention to the val-
anizational development and, by implication,
of the organismic metaphor as a

zation woman.
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discussed in this chapter is
of the nineteenth century. For e
organizations revives the ideology

¢ some of the theories
th the social philosophy
xample, the pupulation-ecolog.,ry view of
of social Darwinism, which stressed

bt social life is based on the laws of nature and that only the fittest will
survive. Social Darwinism arose as an ideology supporting the early
development of capitalism in which small firms competed for survival on
: fffzf ;:ilt)pcn basis. -The pupulatinn-ccology \'iew. of nrganiz.ation in
mistor to :hups an ?qunlvalcnt ideology for mm?em times, hqldmg u;f a
ek $ organizational world and suggest'mg that the w'o.\-v fve Tc:
organization "ff "ﬂt'llrt‘. In uff.cct, natural law is invoked to l‘ogmxﬁlze t'l.t
because whe: society. Obviously, there are real dangers in dlomg this
Ously we fail tu“; t: take the parallu.ls bctfwccn' n‘?ture and so«?wt}‘ tuc: szrr:
of influence and 2;3 that human beings, in principle, have a large meds
\oice over what their world ¢a
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