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What counts as knowledge?  Parameters of validity for the meaning and 

representation of a contingency theory in the organisation, management and 

management accounting literature 

Abstract 

The main problem posed in this thesis is an epistemological one to do with what counts as 

knowledge in the organisation/management and management accounting areas of 

scholarship.  This question arose regarding discrepancies between an original text, Burns 

and Stalker’s The Management of Innovation (1961, 1966, 1994), and longstanding 

representations in the mainstream literature.  The discrepancies were between the largely 

objectivist representations focussing on the relationship between organisation structure and 

environmental contingency, while omitting subjectivist factors and organisational 

processes, also significant in Burns and Stalker’s analysis.   

The analysis in this thesis is concerned with two main questions: the similarities and 

differences between The Management of Innovation and mainstream representations; and 

explanations for these, particularly for the differences.  The analytical framework is critical 

realist theory underpinned by an Hegelian dialectical methodology, looking at phenomena 

from different perspectives with inconsistencies addressed by a more holistic analysis.  This 

thesis is based on a non-linear, multi-angled approach, which examines each of the two 

questions from different perspectives through two dialectical circles.   

A detailed analysis of Burns and Stalker’s work and mainstream representations enabled 

clarity regarding the different foci in the two sets of texts.  The absenting of human factors 

and organisational processes in much mainstream scholarship was found to extend beyond 

representations of Burns and Stalker’s work to orthodox scholarship more widely, despite 

strong and persistent critiques from within the field.  The dialectical opposition constructed 

between objectivist and subjectivist factors was investigated further and linked to attitudes 

regarding the commensurability of different approaches in the social sciences, particularly 

in the organisation/management and management accounting fields.  It is suggested that 

this opposition is based on a particular view of science and scientific method.  A broader 

interpretation however shows that science is also influenced by researchers’ subjectivities.  

This has led to an argument for the complementary, more holistic approaches already 
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present in the field becoming more widespread in the interests of more sustainable and 

emancipatory knowledge. 
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Chapter 1 

 

Introduction 

 

1.1 Summary 

The subject matter of this thesis is concerned with what counts as knowledge in the 

organisation/management and management accounting areas of scholarship1, and more 

specifically in representations of an original text in the mainstream2 academic literature.  

Questions about the knowledge produced regarding Burns and Stalker’s book, The 

Management of Innovation (1961, 1966, 1994) arose when it became apparent that there were 

significant differences between the original text and its mainstream representations in 

textbooks and research papers.  The book was a study of English and Scottish companies 

facing technical and market change because of developments in electronics.3 

Burns and Stalker’s concerns were about the importance of organisations having 

appropriate structures to be able to handle these rapid changes, and also about the attitudes 

and responses to such changes by employees at different levels of the organisation, 

including those of the chief executives in these firms.  The representations were largely 

objectivist,4 focussed on structure; there were absences in this knowledge of the 

                                                      
1 ‘Organisation’ and ‘management’ have been linked throughout this thesis as they can be said to be 
similar or closely related depending on the context.  Puxty and Chua (1989) among others have, on 
the other hand, argued that they are distinct in that organisation theory is more concerned with 
sociological questions; and management theory with more practical ones.  However for some, eg 
Salancik 1975, Clegg & Dunkerley (1980) the distinction has always been murky, particularly 
regarding textbooks.  See chapter 8, section 8.12.1. Stern & Barley (1996) argued that initial 
differences between sociological and administrative approaches had narrowed by the late 1950s.  
Scott (1981) supported this idea.  The influence of business schools by the 1980s was another 
influence on their becoming closer in approach.  See chapter 8, section 8.12.1. However by the 
mid-1990s, Stern & Barley (1996) were of the opinion that organisation studies were broadening 
again. 
2 ‘Mainstream’ for research papers is defined as papers published in academic journals that have a 
high ranking in journal lists and have influence and status, primarily in the UK and the US.  For 
textbooks, it refers to widely used textbooks, running into several editions, and in this case 
published in both the UK and the US. 
3 See appendix 1 for a summary of the book. 
4 Objectivism is a belief that ontologically there is an objective reality uninfluenced by human 
agency and that this reality is knowable.  The researcher, who is an objective observer and cannot 
influence the object of study, has the task of discovering and portraying this external reality. People 
are passive subjects who do not influence their reality, in this instance in their organisation.  Such 
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subjectivist, human factors, also significant in Burns and Stalker’s analysis.  This dialectical 

opposition constructed between objectivist and subjectivist approaches was a more 

widespread and deeply grounded phenomenon in the organisation, management and 

management accounting fields, as the evidence shows throughout this thesis.  It is also 

significant for what has been legitimated as knowledge in these fields.5 

 

1.2 Introduction: rationale for this study 

In the course of teaching management accounting students organisational aspects of 

management accounting as part of their degree in Accounting and Finance, case studies 

were used for developing the students’ knowledge of organisational processes.  These case 

studies were often selected from Accounting, Organizations and Society (AOS), a journal 

concerned with research at the interface between management accounting and 

organisational issues.  In the editorial of the first issue, the role of the journal, it was 

claimed, was ‘to actively encourage new approaches and perspectives’ with advances in 

social accounting ‘alongside behavioural studies of how accounting information is actually 

used’ (Hopwood 1976:3-4). 

One of the case studies used in the class was queried by some of the students because of 

the research methods the author (Simons 1987) used.  The research was based on Burns 

and Stalker’s ideas.  They were contingency theorists whose ideas for most of the second 

half of the twentieth century were popular particularly with management accountants.  

Burns and Stalker had investigated companies in the electronics industry in England and 

Scotland facing rapid technological and market change.  Their research had shown that 

companies facing the contingencies of rapid change were more successful if they adapted 

their organisational structures from hierarchical or ‘mechanistic’ systems to decentralised, 

flexible, ‘organic’ ones.6 

                                                                                                                                                           

research has been considered to be neutral and morally value-free.  This is a ‘rationalist’ approach, 
which claims to explain the natural order, seen as interlocking objective elements arranged logically 
and according to rules, which can ultimately be discovered (Chua 1986:606)  
5 Dialectic has been defined variously: Morgan (1990:28) as an ‘attempt to counterpose the insights 
generated from competing perspectives’; Bhaskar has described it as ‘essentially to do with the 
absenting of constraints on absenting absences …. This presupposes … the critique of ontological 
monovalence …’ (2008:xxxii).  
6 See appendix 1. 
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Simons had applied Burns and Stalker’s ideas to other organisations either facing 

environmental change or remaining in stable situations.  Simons, as did many others,7 

aimed to test Burns and Stalker’s thesis through researching other companies.  His research 

methodology,8 after initial studies to select appropriate organisations for his study and 

questions for his research, was to send a questionnaire to senior managers of companies in 

both environments about their control systems.  This has been a common interpretation in 

the mainstream literature of Burns and Stalker’s ideas, and a common method used in 

research applications of their ideas.  The students however questioned whether, when 

considering control systems throughout an organisation, the research would not have been 

stronger if data were obtained from employees at different levels of the organisation rather 

than only from senior managers, who might not have all the necessary information about 

their organisation’s control systems. 

This query was pursued by my reading The Management of Innovation in order to see whether 

Simons’ research method was the same as the one used by Burns and Stalker, or indicated 

by them to be an appropriate research methodology.  The introductory chapter of the first 

edition (1961) and the preface to the 1966 second edition showed substantial differences 

between Burns and Stalker’s methodology and Simons’.  Burns and Stalker had not 

restricted themselves to seeking information from senior managers.  After interviewing the 

head of the firms they studied, they had conducted a series of interviews with ‘as large a 

number of persons as possible in managerial and supervisory positions’ (Burns & Stalker 

1961:13).  And instead of relying mainly on questionnaires as had Simons, Burns and 

Stalker conducted those interviews; sat in on meetings and discussions; listened to casual 

remarks, lengthy expositions and mealtime conversations; and observed everyday routines 

in offices, research laboratories and workshops factories (Burns & Stalker 1961).9 

The subject matter or object of inquiry10 also appeared to be broader in The Management of 

Innovation.  In Simons’ paper, as in many others’,11 the object of inquiry focussed on the 

types of organisational systems existing in the organisations surveyed.  Simons’ research 

                                                      
7
 See chapter 5, passim. 

8 Methodology has been defined as how researchers can go about finding whatever they believe can 
be known (Guba & Lincoln 1998:201). 
9 See appendix 1. 
10 ‘Object of inquiry’ is used to mean the object focussed on in the research, which some might 
think of as ‘subject’ of the research.  It is used similarly to one of the ways that Bourdieu might 
have used it – as an object ‘of observation and analysis’ (Bourdieu 1990:27). 
11 See chapter 5, section 5.5.2. 



 

4 
 

was aimed at seeing whether there was a match between those systems and their 

environments, testing Burns and Stalker’s ideas that different organisational environments 

required different and specific organisational structures to ensure successful outcomes.   

But in addition to studying the structures of their organisations, Burns and Stalker’s 

research was directed at seeing how management controlled and co-ordinated the 

operations of a working community, and they sought opportunities to study ‘how people 

dealt with each other’.  Such dealings included sectional conflicts, people’s insecurities 

about their power and status in changing circumstances, the consequent formations of 

cliques, engagement with organisational politics and resistance to managers’ change 

strategies (Burns & Stalker 1961:14).  Of the three independent variables Burns and Stalker 

set out, the first was the one that became familiar - the technical and market environment.  

The other two, generally absent from discussion in the mainstream journal literature, were 

employee commitment and the capabilities of the chief executive.12  In mainstream 

textbook representations of Burns and Stalker’s book, the focus was likewise restricted to 

the relationship between organisation structures and their environments.13  Burns himself 

in the preface to the 1966 edition hinted at differences between the ideas in the book and 

in subsequent representations: 

“so far as I am able to judge from subsequent uses and references, there must be some 
wrongly placed emphasis” (Burns 1966:xxi). 

 

1.3 Epistemological questions14 

This raised epistemological questions as to the nature of what knowledge has been 

acceptable and accepted, given these differences between Burns and Stalker’s text and its 

representations.  An initial question was how far the type of knowledge produced in Burns 

and Stalker’s original text was similar to and different from its representations.  Because 

there were also a minority of representations of Burns and Stalker’s book both in a 

textbook and in research papers which differed from this mainstream scholarship,15 this 

made the interest in what was legitimated as valid knowledge even stronger.  It also raised 

issues about the implications of the exclusions or absences from mainstream approaches of 

                                                      
12 See chapter 6, sections 6.3.2, 6.3.3. 
13 See appendix 1. 
14 Epistemology has been defined as the nature of the relationship between the knower and what 
can be known (Guba & Lincoln 1998:201). 
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the subjectivist knowledge derived from the second and third of Burns and Stalker’s 

independent variables.  This study was therefore undertaken with the primary question 

being: what counts as knowledge in the organisation/management field, with particular 

reference to representations of Burns and Stalker.  As the research progressed, it became 

clear that such representations16 were part of a more general pattern of ‘objectivist’17 

scholarship. 

 

1.4 Background 

1.4.1 Contingency theories 

The second half of the twentieth century saw changes and challenges to organisations in 

the UK and US.  These included increased global competition alongside a decline in 

protected markets and rapid technological development with its effects on production, 

product innovation and information processing.  There was a need for flexible 

organisation systems and management styles that could respond to the rapid changes in 

market demand and competition from Europe and the Far East (Ashton et al 1995).  

Contemporary organisation theories regarding the design and running of successful 

organisations, be they classical or scientific management, human relations or a mixture of 

both, were not fitted to cope with these developments.  These theories had assumed 

largely closed systems which did not take external factors into account.  They had 

advocated one best way, applicable to all organisations in all situations (Burrell & Morgan 

1979). 

Various ‘contingency theories’ were then developed in the 1950s and 1960s out of those 

early managerial ideas.  Major theorists included Woodward (1958, 1965), Burns and 

                                                                                                                                                           
15 See chapter 4, section 4.5; chapter 5, section 5.11. 
16 Interpretation might be distinguished from representation as being about the understanding of, in 
this case, a text in a certain way.  It has been defined as ‘the action of explanation, exposition’ (The 
Shorter Oxford English Dictionary 1983:1099). 
Representation involves an active portrayal of that interpretation, in this case, through what has 
been written in textbooks and referred to in research applications.  It has been defined as possibly 
being more definitive: ‘the action of placing a fact before another’ (the Shorter Oxford English 
Dictionary 1983:1800).  However it is frequently interlinked with interpretation as is the case in this 
thesis.   
17‘Objectivist’ is used to cover approaches that emphasise the neutrality of the subject matter and 
observer, often using quantitative, statistically based methodologies.  Another term often used is 
‘functionalist’.  See eg Modell (2009). 
  



 

6 
 

Stalker (1961, 1966, 1994) and Lawrence and Lorsch (1967a, 1967b).  Their writings were 

aimed at helping organisations cope with differences in organisational environments, 

structures and technologies.  They took concepts from mechanistic classical and scientific 

management theories and from humanist or psychological human relations and 

motivation theories, and adapted them from being rigidly prescriptive with universalist 

recipes to ideas where organisations had to match their systems, structures and leadership 

styles to particular contingencies.  They recommended that these elements be adapted as 

circumstances, governed by developments in the external environment, dictated (Burrell 

& Morgan 1979:164-167). 

Theorists offered various explanations as to what kind of organisation system would be 

effective in different environments, linking organisation structure with a variety of 

variables.  Woodward claimed that the important relationship was between organisation 

structure and type of production technology.  She found that organisation structures 

varied in their degree of hierarchy depending on whether the technology was large batch, 

small batch or process technology (Woodward 1958).  The Aston School, which produced 

the most coherent body of empirical research between 1976 and 1981 (Otley 1995), 

pointed to the various contingencies of size, production technology and external 

environment as factors influencing the structures of organisations (Pugh et al 2007).  

Lawrence and Lorsch undertook an investigation of various organisations.  They 

developed a theory which maintained that in different economic and market conditions 

different parts of organisations would be subject to different rates of environmental 

change, and that there therefore needed to be differentiation in structure, but that there 

also needed to be integration for those tasks requiring inter-departmental co-ordination 

(Lawrence & Lorsch 1967a, 1967b). 

 

1.4.2 Burns and Stalker’s Contingency Theory18 

Burns and Stalker’s work on contingency theory is among the best known.  Their ideas 

were central to organisation and management theory from the 1960s into the twenty-first 

century, and are still referred to in textbooks and used as a model for research.  Burns 

himself noted that the end of the 1950s marked the end of post-war physical 

reconstruction, political renovation, economic expansion and technological innovation 
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(Burns 1994).  With the more rapid development from the middle of the twentieth century 

of new technologies and product innovation in a situation of increased market and global 

competition, what was required was a theory which addressed the need for organisational 

flexibility for these new environmental circumstances (Ashton et al 1995, Burrell & Morgan 

1979).  The Management of Innovation was published in 1961, with the second edition 

published in 1966 and a third in 1994.  Chapman (1997:198) described The Management of 

Innovation as ‘Perhaps the most influential and long lasting source of ideas in the 

contingency area’. 

Burns and Stalker’s research involved a study of twenty English and Scottish companies 

setting up new technologies for electronics development.  An important theme in the 

book was an evaluation of the successful as opposed to the unsuccessful companies in an 

environment of rapid technological and commercial change.  As part of their analysis 

Burns and Stalker developed a continuum for two organisational ‘ideal types’ – an 

‘organic’ system appropriate for the contingencies of rapid change in technology and the 

market, and a ‘mechanistic’ one more appropriate to stable environmental conditions 

(Burns & Stalker 1961:119-120).  Their research was about the properties and effects of 

mechanistic (hierarchical) and organic (flexible) organisational systems in stable and 

changing environmental conditions.  The more volatile the market preference and 

probably therefore the technology required to deliver it, the more effective an ‘organic’ 

structure would be - a structure with a looser definition of roles, more decentralised 

decision-making and more leeway for expertise over formal authority.  This would enable 

innovative and timely responses to task uncertainties (Burns & Stalker 1961).  These are 

the ideas in the book most usually represented, with market or technological change 

generally as the only independent variable. 

As mentioned, a large part of the book however was also concerned with the difficulties in 

achieving change from mechanistic to organic structures.  The second variable, employee 

commitment, was concerned with the prevalence of power, politics and resistance 

strategies engaged in by employees in different sectors of the organisation.  These were 

manifest in departmental rivalries and conflicts, the influence of informal groups and the 

pull of the previous bureaucratic systems.  The third variable, the capacities of senior 

executives to deliver change successfully in their organisations, included an analysis in their 

                                                                                                                                                           
18 See appendix 1 for fuller summary of the book. 
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book of problems faced by the chief executives in achieving structural change.  Burns and 

Stalker’s analysis showed that these were all factors inimical to successful change, playing a 

large part in hindering change strategies, sometimes to the point of rendering them 

dysfunctional.  (Burns & Stalker 1961, Burns 1966).19 

 

1.5 Aim and objectives 

Because of these discrepancies between the original text and its mainstream 

representations, the overarching aim in this thesis is to establish what counts as knowledge 

in mainstream organisation/management scholarship, with a particular focus on 

representations of The Management of Innovation. 

Following from this are two objectives: 

 to explore the similarities and differences between Burns and Stalker’s book and 

mainstream representations and their implications for scholarship more generally; 

 to provide explanations for the similarities and differences identified between the 

original text and mainstream representations. 

 

1.6 Analytical framework 

1.6.1 Dialectical contradictions 
 
One of the main arguments pursued in the thesis is that in much mainstream scholarship 

an opposition or contradiction has been constructed between objectivist and subjectivist 

scholarship and that what has been legitimated is largely objectivist.20  Burns and Stalker’s 

book, on the other hand, contains both objectivist and to a large extent subjectivist 

elements.  As set out in the methodology chapter, chapter 3, an Hegelian dialectical 

methodology is used to examine these contradictions.  This involves an exploration of the 

topic from a number of different perspectives as a circular, rather than linear process 

(Bhaskar 1998).21  It is thought appropriate for this research in which this issue has been 

                                                      
19 See appendix 2, chapter 6 for details of these independent variables. 
20 Of course not all mainstream scholarship took this approach, as will be shown in later chapters.  
However it is widely acknowledged that the majority of mainstream scholarship still is based on 
objectivist (functionalist) approaches.  See eg Modell (2009). 
21 See chapter 3, sections 3.6.1,diagram 1, 3.6.2, diagram 2. 
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examined from different viewpoints rather than through a linear development.  The 

advantages of a methodology where the subject is viewed from different angles are that it 

enables a thorough investigation of the issues, with confidence in the findings if they 

support each other from the different perspectives studied.   

Towards the end of the thesis it is argued that a synthesis between objectivist and 

subjectivist approaches not only in relation to representations of Burns and Stalker, but in 

organisation/management scholarship more generally would complement the existing 

predominant scholarship, and despite difficulties in achieving this (see eg Brown & Brignall 

2007), would make for richer, more inclusive knowledge, likely to be more sustainable both 

in the academy and in management practice. 

A critique of exclusively objectivist research runs throughout this thesis from the different 

perspectives studied.  Objectivist scholarship is not what is being critiqued, rather that if 

used exclusively not all aspects can be covered and the opposition thereby created with 

other types of scholarship is what is seen as problematic.  Similarly other types of 

scholarship might also benefit from the advantages offered through objectivist approaches. 

In this thesis, the focus is on objectivist scholarship and the problems resulting from 

exclusively objectivist approaches.  Theorists from different viewpoints have been used to 

elucidate the implications of this type of research.  Derrida’s rejection of binary oppositions 

(2002); Bourdieu’s (1990) claim that oppositions between subjectivism and objectivism 

were invalid, dangerous and also politically supportive of dominant social and political 

structures; and Bhaskar’s totalising critique of partial ‘disemancipatory’ ontologies (2008:11) 

have been referred to at various points in the thesis.22 

 

1.7 Major themes 

Themes that have been evident throughout this research: 

1.7.1 Dialectical oppositions 

Dialectical or binary oppositions have underpinned scholarship in this area: the 

fundamental difference in focus between structure on the one hand and behavioural and 

social aspects (sometimes including structure) on the other; between formal and informal 

                                                      
22 ‘Ontology has been defined as the form and nature of reality, and therefore what is there that can 
be known about it’ (Guba & Lincoln 1998:201). 
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structures; and between structure and process.  Mainstream scholarship, as mentioned 

above, has generally been concerned solely with formal structures.  This divide between 

objectivism and subjectivism has run deep and links have been made between it, definitions 

of science and scientific method23, and attitudes to commensurability or 

incommensurability between different scholarly approaches. 

 

1.7.2 Differences in interpretations of contingency theorists 

These dialectics have been played out through differences in interpretation of the 

approaches used by contingency theorists, as to whether they were objectivist or more 

pluralist, as in interpretations and representations of The Management of Innovation, and more 

deeply in definitions of consequential terms like ‘scientific’ and ‘positivist’.24 Because 

contingency theory and its mainly objectivist approaches and research methods were 

regarded as a template for scholarship as a whole in these fields, this has had repercussions 

for the legitimation or delegitimation of the different approaches in scholarship over the 

last half century. 

 

1.7.3 Impermeability between discourses 

These dialectical oppositions have persisted.  Impermeability of one discourse with 

another, even when these different approaches and arguments were present in the same 

journal, allowed for divisions in scholarship and knowledge to be strengthened and to have 

an influence on the principles and policies as to what counted as legitimate scholarship and 

what was acceptable for publication. 

 

                                                                                                                                                           

 
23 Science and scientific method have been variously defined from a narrow, empiricist, quantitative 
and objectivist endeavour to one much broader and incorporating subjectivist elements and 
pluralist methodologies.  See chapter 9, section 9.5. 
24 Positivism too has been defined narrowly.  It is often associated with its extreme version, logical 
positivism, which had the idea that knowledge had to be scientific through a raw empiricism, 
verifiable by experience, with the use of ‘hard’ methods and quantitative methodologies alone 
(Halfpenny 2001).  It has also been defined more broadly including historical and moral knowledge.  
See chapter 9, section 9.6. 
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1.7.4  Mimeticism 

This impermeability was reinforced, conversely, where an author was working in the same 

paradigm using a similar methodology to that previously used.  There was often an 

acceptance of their colleagues’ assumptions, choice of object of inquiry, and 

methodologies, without much discussion.  The fact that an approach had been used 

previously was often seen as justification for its subsequent use.  This mimeticism was also 

present in mainstream textbooks, for example with similar comments about Burns and 

Stalker’s ideas, often in the same order and with the same information.  This, despite the 

fact that there were alternative views in research and to a lesser extent in textbooks. 

 

1.7.5 More holistic, inclusive scholarship 

 A counter-theme constitutes a critique of these dialectical divides, with an argument made 

by several theorists including Derrida, Bourdieu and Bhaskar for a more holistic, totalising 

knowledge with a plurality of methodological approaches.  It has been argued from Burns 

and Stalker’s original text that there is ample evidence to demonstrate that these authors 

were also concerned with informal structures and processes, and the potential influence 

these had both on formal structures and on the direction and success of managers’ 

organisational change strategies.  They and others regarded informal structures as not 

separate and dialectically distinct from formal structures, but as part of a single, holistic 

system, interleaved with, and having effects on these formal structures, as did formal 

structures on informal groupings. 

 

1.7.6 Political underpinnings 

There were political underpinnings to the way knowledge was produced, valued and 

evaluated.  The intricate chains of connections in academe, connections with corporations 

and governments influenced the ideological basis of the kinds of knowledge produced 

about organisations, and more subtly, the parameters within which such knowledge was 

framed, analysed and propagated.  This is a recurring theme in explaining the choices made 

and the constructions of what has counted as valid knowledge for organisations, for 

example as to who has the power and prerogative to institute organisational change 

strategies. 
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1.8 Contribution to knowledge25 

1 The in-depth comparisons of Burns and Stalker’s text with some of its mainstream 

representations have raised important epistemological issues relevant to the subject area 

generally.  They include a demonstration and critique of the dialectical oppositions 

constructed, their major underpinnings resting on a particular view of science and what 

constitutes scientific research.  The implications of this dialectical divide are analysed in 

terms of the type of knowledge produced (and omitted) and its influence on 

constructions of power in organisations. 

2 Burrell and Morgan’s (1979) construction of sociological paradigms has been an 

important influence on paradigm analysis.  Their location of Burns and Stalker’s work in 

the functionalist paradigm26 has shown how theories or approaches can be channelled 

into certain sociological ‘boxes’; constituting a possible influence over the way such 

theories have been characterised and used in research applications over many decades.  

Their construction of Burns and Stalker’s work as being wholly functionalist has been 

queried in this thesis, and has led to a more general critique of their paradigm model. 

3 It was found that contingency theory has played a role over and above simply being 

one of the theories in this area.  Rather it has been a benchmark for many scholars more 

widely in the organisation/management and management accounting fields.  Contingency 

theory has often been generalised from those contingency theories that were objectivist 

such as Pugh’s et al Aston Studies (Pugh & Hickson 2007).  When contingency theory 

was regarded as dominant, scholarship in the field as a whole was regarded as 

predominantly objectivist (eg Drazin & Van de Ven 1985); when contingency theory was 

seen as less popular, opinion was that scholarship was becoming more pluralist in 

approach (eg Hopper et al 2001).  The fact that objectivist contingency research was a 

                                                      
25 A fuller analysis of this thesis’ contribution to knowledge is given in the concluding chapter 10, 
section 10.6. 
26 The part of the functionalist paradigm relevant here, as will be seen more fully in chapter 7, is a 
concern with ‘objective’ measures, ‘hard’ findings, empirically based, using ‘scientific’, statistically 
analysed data which is often regarded as the only epistemologically valid work as opposed to 
qualitative research concerned with human subjectivities, intentions and actions (Burrell & Morgan 
1979:104-106). 
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marker among many scholars for mainstream knowledge, it is suggested, is one of the 

explanations for objectivist representations of Burns and Stalker’s ideas. 

 

1.9 Conclusion 

This thesis is largely an epistemological investigation into what is legitimated as knowledge 

in the organisation/management and management accounting fields.  The evidence shows 

that there are significant discrepancies between The Management of Innovation and various 

representations of that text.  The dialectical oppositions created between the knowledge 

produced in mainstream representations and in the text have had ramifications for this area 

of scholarship more generally.  The next chapter, chapter 2, contains a literature review of 

research concerned with representations of other texts in the organisation/management 

fields. 
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Chapter 2 

 

Literature review 

 

2.1 Summary 

The original motivation for this thesis was, as mentioned in chapter 1,27 what appeared to 

be incongruencies between Burns and Stalker’s contingency theory set out in The 

Management of Innovation (1961, 1966, 1994) and representations of the book in the academic 

literature.  This was noticed initially in a research paper in an influential management 

accounting journal Accounting, Organisations and Society (AOS), and led to an examination of 

other literature in the organisation/management fields.   

This literature is considered in the methodology and content chapters of the thesis, as it is 

part of the data and the heuristic research process.  Similarly, other bodies of literature are 

used in the thesis to support and add explanation and depth to elucidate the extent of 

similarities and differences between Burns and Stalker’s book and mainstream 

representations, and then to find explanations for these.  What is considered in this review 

is literature dealing with the same initial issue of representations of other texts in the 

organisation/management literature. 

 

2.2 Introduction 

Discrepancies between Burns and Stalker’s book and the tenor of its mainstream 

representations are not an isolated case.  In the literature, problems of representations of 

other texts by scholars in the organisation/management area have been raised.  There are 

omissions or absences from the original texts, their harnessing to the theoretical 

approaches held by those representing these works, and some of the epistemological and 

practical fallout from this.  Several articles have been written raising issues that are the 

concern of this thesis.  Some written between 1999 and 2011 have been selected as 

examples of typical problems arising from representations of organisation/management 

texts.  These articles do not perforce go into the issues in the same detail, being much 

                                                      
27 See chapter 1, section 1.2. 
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shorter, and broader considerations regarding the organisation/management field and the 

wider social sciences are not addressed to the same level of analysis as they are in the thesis.   

One of the issues most prevalent and significant in these and other articles28 is that many 

texts have been represented far more narrowly than the original, as is the case with Burns 

and Stalker’s book.  Related issues raised in the literature are the simplification of complex 

theories; the labelling, misclassification and what Parker and Ritson (2005, 2011) have 

called ‘stereotyping’; the role played by textbooks in reinforcing these tendencies; an 

abstraction from empirical evidence and organisational practice; personal interest in certain 

theories leading to the distortions of others, and managerialist interpretations which have 

differed from the aims of the original work.  The main themes in this literature about 

representations of texts are outlined below, and comparisons made with the analysis and 

arguments developed in this thesis. 

 

2.3 Representations in the literature of other organisation/management texts 

2.3.1 Narrowing of representations 

Problems of a narrowing of the original work have been highlighted in this literature.  

Parker and Ritson (2005) analyse representations of Fayol, claiming that these have 

consisted in little more than classifying Fayol as being a follower of Taylor, both 

complementing and competing with him.  Parker and Ritson (2005) themselves present a 

bigger picture of Fayol’s work.  They show that Fayol had broader views, for example on 

the practice of management.  He had advocated a participatory management style with an 

ambitious programme of educational development to enable all citizens to learn to exercise 

management skills.  Fayol’s ideas, they argue, were also the basis for human relations 

theories and systems-based contingency approaches. 

Similarly Dye, Mills and Weatherbee (2005) are among writers who claim that Maslow’s 

work far exceeded the ever-presented hierarchical triangle of needs.  They claim that 

Maslow’s work has been given a narrow focus with a managerialist and functionalist 

perspective, when in fact his work was complex, much more concerned with an 

emancipatory agenda to achieve the psychological well-being necessary for self-

                                                      
28 See chapter 8 passim where a narrowing is one of the issues frequently discussed in the 
Administrative Science Quarterly. 
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actualisation than with a managerialist programme focussing on and reinforcing lower level 

needs and production outcomes. 

More recently Parker and Ritson (2011) wrote a similar analysis of Urwick’s work, which, 

they argue, was also far from the narrow focus attributed to it.  Instead, it adopted a more 

holistic approach to management theory and practice, and was a precursor to systems and 

contingency theory.  As a supporter of Taylor, Urwick himself attacked conventional 

definitions of scientific management, suggesting a broader interpretation.  This has 

resonance with my research during which certain conventional definitions of key terms 

were likely to have influenced a narrowing in mainstream scholarship.  Interestingly, Parker 

and Ritson point to Urwick’s own overly narrow representations of both Fayol’s and 

Follett’s work who, Urwick had claimed, were supporters of scientific management.  Parker 

and Ritson argue that that interpretation is incorrect, and explain it in terms of Urwick’s 

own enthusiasm for scientific management ideas.  Related to such narrowings, was the idea, 

disputed by Urwick himself, that scientific management was a set of techniques.  According 

to Urwick it was a way of analysing and understanding work in organisations and managing 

it (Parker & Ritson, 2011). 

Urwick’s critique of interpretations of scientific management is analogous to mainstream 

representations of Burns and Stalker’s book.  The set of rules or techniques there was the 

fitting of organisational structures and systems appropriately to stable or volatile 

environmental conditions.  As mentioned, many did not go beyond this idea in their 

interpretations of what Burns and Stalker were saying.  Yet an extensive analysis of the 

content of The Management of Innovation demonstrates that Burns and Stalker’s analysis of 

what happened in organisations regarding organisational change involved the 

understanding of many aspects of organisational processes leading to a deeper 

understanding of structure, and its vulnerability to these processes.  Rich material on the 

interests, rivalries and politics of many of the actors who played important roles in 

determining organisational outcomes, difficult to achieve in shorter research papers, is 

included in Burns and Stalker’s book.29 

                                                      
29 See chapter 6, passim. 
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2.3.2 Issues of complexity 

The authors cited above argue that issues have been simplified, and deeper, more complex 

analyses in the writings of the original authors ignored.  Cooke (1999) demonstrates that 

this simplification is political, with a portrayal of the original texts as technocratic and 

ideologically neutral.  Left-leaning ideas such as a belief in egalitarian rather than 

hierarchical structures, in social justice and in allowing the presence of voices of ‘the other’ 

have been omitted.  One of the examples Cooke (1999) gives is the writing out of political 

implications from Lewin’s work, such as the connections Lewin made between laissez-faire 

styles of leadership and neo-classical social and economic policies, all of which he opposed.  

This has been ignored in mainstream scholarship in favour of a managerialist construction 

given to Lewin’s concepts of leadership.  Dye, Mills and Weatherbee (2005) go one step 

further and claim that not only have Maslow’s left-wing ideas been ignored, but that the 

rich complexity of his ideas that were mainstream has also been omitted. 

The proposition that ideas that would be valuable for mainstream scholarship (and 

practice) have been ignored in mainstream representations is developed in this thesis in 

some detail - initially through an in-depth analysis of Burns and Stalker’s own constructions 

of the problems arising from managerial change strategies, and the variables that had to be 

considered.  Burns and Stalker’s second and third variables, in addition to the widely used 

variable of the relationship between organisation structure and environmental contingency, 

were the degree of employee commitment to and the extent of chief executives’ capabilities 

in effecting organisational change.  These were not normally mentioned in mainstream 

scholarship, but they appear to be on a par with the first variable, and more importantly 

show up the problems Burns and Stalker found many of the companies they researched 

had experienced in terms of distortions and obstructions to managerial change strategies. 

Parker and Ritson (2005) point to preferred simplistic solutions by managers being one 

reason for the omission of many of the ideas in Follett’s work.  The extensive analysis 

made in this thesis of the problems Burns and Stalker raised, has shown up the extent to 

which many of their ideas, demonstrated as crucial to their argument, were also ignored 

when the solutions to problems of organisational change were largely restricted to 

structural changes, with the crucial role of human agency omitted. 
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2.3.3 Classifications, stereotyping and labelling 

Much representation has been subject to questionable classifications, as for example 

Urwick’s categorisation of both Fayol and Follett as being scholars in the scientific 

management school (Parker & Ritson 2011).  This grouping and classifying of scholars has 

been described as stereotyping, and indeed as a misinterpretation of the original writers’ 

core concepts and arguments (Parker & Ritson 2005).  Interpretations, in the case of Fayol 

and Follett, were seen to be cumulative and reified, taken up in management education 

programmes and by contemporary scholars relying on secondary rather than primary 

sources.  These included interpretations which appeared in professional journals, seminars 

and conferences.  The brevity of summaries of complex theories increased the possibility 

of stereotyping and of questionable interpretations (Parker & Ritson 2005). 

Reification of Burns and Stalker’s ideas in many prominent academic papers took the form 

of a focus on their model of mechanistic and organic systems.  This was seen as providing 

an unproblematised solution to threatening environmental contingencies.  Some of these 

papers, particularly from the AOS journal have been analysed in some depth here, with 

comparisons made with the original text.30  As in the textbooks, the point at issue is that 

the focus is solely on structural polarities to the exclusion of other factors involving senior 

executive and employee actions and reactions. 

In their later paper Parker and Ritson argued that Urwick used the concept scientific 

management as a labelling device, which proved to be too strongly entrenched in its 

narrow sense to be open to his efforts to broaden the definition of the term (Parker & 

Ritson 2011).  Similar processes have been investigated in mainstream representations of 

Burns and Stalker’s book.  The Management of Innovation was classified as a work on 

contingency theory.  But because there were other works on contingency theory that took a 

highly structuralist, positivist approach, such as the Aston studies (1976-1981), this might 

be why Burns and Stalker’s book was grouped in this category and classified as having this 

narrower approach.  This view has been reinforced through the labelling of their concepts 

‘mechanistic’ and ‘organic’ as being the main focus of their work, with structure central to 

their analysis. 

The ramifications of this narrower classification have been extended in this thesis to its 

effects on scholarship more generally in the organisation/management fields; to 
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interpretations of what kind of scholarship has been prevalent; and what have been the 

trends at the end of the twentieth and beginning of the twenty-first centuries.  The analysis 

in the thesis also considers influences by scholarly institutions and the academic 

establishment in both the UK and the US on the production of this narrower scholarship 

and its reductive interpretations of The Management of Innovation. 

 

2.3.4 Representations in textbooks 

Galbraith (1973), Todd (1979) and Porter (1996) in their reviews of textbooks had 

observations that square nicely with the analysis and arguments made at some length in the 

thesis about absences in most textbooks, about the behaviours and effects of human 

agency in actual processes affecting organisational outcomes.31  Galbraith reported on 

comments in Peter Clark’s (1972) book that there was a large disparity between what 

organisation textbooks had as their content and what actually happened in practice in 

organisations.  What got ignored was the human side – particularly existing relationships in 

the context of change; the involvement of workers in design decisions that would 

substantially affect their working lives; and management illusions that they had a much 

more participative management system than they did (Galbraith 1973). 

 Todd reviewing a book which he saw as describing organisations and work lives as they 

really were and not as they should have been, echoes these views.  He is scathing about 

existing textbooks in terms of their scope and subject matter, and compares them with 

Frost’s et al book which focussed on 

“the dynamics of self-interest, power and conflict, the unresponsiveness of many 
organizations to human needs, and the overall slippage between reality and individual – as 
well as organizational – goals” (Todd 1979:158) 

Moreover, according to Todd, there were no discernible techniques, principles or 

philosophies that seemed capable of turning organisations into ‘rational, cooperative 

systems’.  Despite some drawbacks to the book, the fact that it engaged with irrational 

pressures, power politics and ‘slippage from organizational goals’, stimulated thinking 

about organisations (Todd 1979:251). 

                                                                                                                                                           
30 See chapter 7, section 7.4.3; chapter 9, sections 9.8.1 and 9.8.2. 
31 See eg chapter 4, section 4.5. 
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In a study of six leading US textbooks on organisational behaviour only five per cent, 

according to Porter (1996) considered factors within the organisation that could influence 

the behaviours and processes being studied.   

Textbook writers have been accused of stereotyping, classifying and simplifying original 

authors ‘for ease of digestion’, aggravated by the brevity given to each author and subject in 

most textbooks (Parker & Ritson 2005).  So most textbook writers regarded Fayol as 

Taylorist, ignoring a more varied, more participative and more sophisticated approach to 

management (Parker & Ritson 2005, 2011).  Dye, Mills and Weatherbee (2005), after a 

survey of 120 most popular organisational behaviour textbooks, claim that textbook 

dissemination of Maslow’s work has concentrated on the concept of his hierarchy of needs 

and ignored his later work which emphasised emancipatory aspects of self-actualisation as a 

desired psychological end.  This ignoring of higher level needs in textbooks, the authors 

argue, might serve to stifle employees’ development and to reinforce managers’ desires for 

production outcomes over the development of their workforces. 

In analyses of both Burns and Stalker’s original text and of the textbooks, the reduction of 

Burns and Stalker’s ideas to structural factors also falls into the categories of stereotyping 

and simplification.  As with Dye’s et al argument, there is a political aspect to this which, it 

is suggested, assumes managerial prerogative and managerial capability in effecting change, 

to the exclusion of employee participation in any decision-making processes.  Evidence for 

this claim is given in chapter 6.  This assumption of managerial power is weakened on the 

basis of Burns and Stalker’s findings of effective resistance by certain staff, and indeed of 

failures in some of the organisations they researched. 

Another observation by Dye et al was the problem of mimeticism.  In their research on 

textbook representations of Maslow they argued that 

“Simply reproducing highly simplified aspects of a theorist’s work, such as Maslow’s 
hierarchy of needs, in each new management or OB text is doing a disservice to the 
breadth of debate that is often involved in a corpus of research work.” (Dye et al 
2005:1390) 

It is suggested that there are similarities between the in-depth and complex analysis by 

Burns and Stalker of the difficulties faced by managers in achieving successful 
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organisational change and how this is demonstrated in the selected textbooks where The 

Management of Innovation is presented.32 

 

2.3.5 Status of empirical evidence and relevance to organisational practice 

Two connected issues raised by authors cited above have been developed in this thesis.  

Dye et al point to the lack of empirical evidence of Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, despite its 

popularity, which they describe as a tradition of ‘use-despite-verification’ (Dye et al 

2005:1379).  In the case of Burns and Stalker, the position is different: an enormous 

amount of empirical evidence was produced from their observations and discussions with 

people playing different roles in the workplace in different organisational situations.  Yet 

this evidence has been absented in favour of a focus on structural issues in mainstream 

representations and research applications.  The only empirical evidence sought was usually 

only to see whether there was an equation between stable or changing environments and 

mechanistic or organic structures respectively.  Empirical evidence in terms of 

development, success or failure of managerial change strategies was generally not pursued, 

either in the textbooks or in research on this subject. 

A related theme is the separation of theory from practice, with consideration usually given 

only to the former.  This is raised in relation to Urwick’s stance throughout his career, 

which constituted an argument for the integration of theory with practice, contrary to what 

he saw as the separation of theorising from practice (Parker & Ritson 2011).  This issue is 

taken further in the thesis.  Various scholars such as Panozzo (1997), have pointed to 

mainstream scholarship, particularly in the management accounting field, having highly 

idealised constructions, removed from what was happening on the ground in organisations, 

and not relevant to organisational practice (Panozzo 1997).  The ignoring of such criticisms 

even by mainstream scholars in the same field is discussed and a deeper explanation 

suggested for such apparent obduracy by reputable scholars writing in high-ranking 

journals.33 

 

2.3.6 Influences from personal preferences and interests 

                                                      
32 See chapter 6, sections 6.5.2, 6.5.3, 6.5.4. 
33 See chapter 9, passim. 
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Personal preferences have affected interpretations of texts.  Parker and Ritson (2011) 

demonstrate how Urwick’s interpretation of Fayol’s work had been influenced by the 

strength of his vision and support for Taylorism, to the extent that these authors thought it 

was an unjustifiable narrowing of Fayol’s ideas.  As mentioned, they saw Fayol’s ideas 

anticipating many developments outside the frame of scientific management, such as 

human relations theories, systems-based contingency approaches employee participation in 

decision-making and knowledge management.  Urwick drew other prominent theorists 

such as Follet and Rowntree into the Taylorist camp – also unjustifiably according to 

Parker and Ritson.  Outside Urwick’s admiration for what he regarded as a broader version 

of Taylorism, no reasons appear to have been given for this preference and no 

explanations offered for his contestable inclusions of these and other authors in Taylor’s 

school of scientific management (Parker & Ritson 2011). 

Cooke (1999) points to a question central to this thesis – different and conflicting 

interpretations of the same text.  Having demonstrated that Lewin was on the left and that 

this aspect of his work has been written out of orthodox management theory, Cooke 

mentions a critique of Lewin by Jeffcut, another theorist on the left, but who, unlike 

Cooke, had described ‘mainstream’ change management as ‘following Lewin’ (Jeffcut 

1996:173 cited in Cooke 1999:87).  The reasons for this were not given and may have been 

because the notion of mainstream interpretations of Lewin as managerialist were adopted 

by Jeffcut without his having read Lewin in the original, and may be related to the problem 

of mimeticism raised earlier in relation to textbooks. 

There has been extensive consideration of such questions with regard to interpretations of 

The Management of Innovation.  Personal preferences merged with professional skills in terms 

of the kinds of research methodologies used in applying Burns and Stalker’s concept of the 

relations between organisation structures and technological and commercial environments.  

So, for example, although Burns and Stalker did not themselves use any quantitative or 

statistical methods in their research, relying on interviews, observation and discussions, 

much of the research done subsequently by management accountants involved surveys 

which were then analysed statistically.  Explanations for certain preferences are suggested 

for reasons of personal choices and skills (see eg Brown & Brignall 2007), and also because 

of broader institutional and political factors.34 

                                                      
34 Chapter 9, section 9.15.2. 
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Problems of interpretation, however, have loomed larger in this thesis, extending beyond 

the question of narrow or broad interpretations of Burns and Stalker’s book.  Many of the 

issues found relevant to Burns and Stalker’s representations have been generalisable to 

scholarship in the field more generally.   

 

2.3.7 Managerialism 

Cooke (1999) and Dye et al (2005) make a case for interpretations and representations of 

theorists’ work having an essentially political or managerialist agenda.  In his analysis of 

representations of Lewin’s work, Cooke, having pointed out that Lewin’s work was 

portrayed without including the left-wing and anti-racist political aspects of his work and 

the context in which he was writing, argues that instead Lewin’s work has been given 

managerialist overtones, far from what was written in his texts.  This is true also in the 

1969 biography of Lewin by Marrow, who, according to Cooke, constructed Lewin as 

‘Lewin the American Zionist’ and omitted the leftist aspects, which would have been seen 

if a picture of ‘Lewin the Psychological Insurgent’ was included (Cooke 1999:91).  Lewin’s 

and others’ work, according to Cooke (1999) has been presented with ideas written out of 

their theories so as to present a different political picture - one about managers, managerial 

prerogative and managerial strategies.35  While it is in no way claimed that Burns and 

Stalker’s book was overtly left-leaning, (except perhaps in their awareness of employees’ 

perceptions, feelings and actions at various levels in the organisation), there is a similarity 

with Cooke’s findings in the suggestion in this thesis that important arguments and large 

                                                      
35 Lewin’s idea of reflective feedback on group processes and dynamics in order to enhance change 
management for example was intended by Lewin to deal with the high inter-ethnic conflict which 
was present in the US at a time of racial segregation, denial of the vote to Afro-Americans and 
racist lynchings.  Cooke pointed out that this has generally not been mentioned in the literature and 
instead Lewin is depicted, from a managerialist standpoint, as the founding father of change 
management and group dynamics theory (Cooke 1999).  Similarly the famous experiment Lewin 
engaged in in the 1930s with Lippit and White regarding democratic, autocratic and laissez-faire 
styles of leadership was deeply political.  Lewin linked the dysfunctional laissez-faire type of 
leadership with neo-classical approaches to economic and social policy in the US pre-Roosevelt’s 
intervention with the New Deal.  These approaches were strongly opposed by Lewin who had a 
commitment to effect social change on behalf of the disadvantaged (Cooke 1999).  This angle has 
been ignored and the research used to be a guide to management styles of leadership. Cooke 
affirmed the tendency of management theory to engage in discourses which presented a 
managerialist version of theories - a point which is argued later in relation to interpretations of 
Burns’ and Stalker’s book.   
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sections of the book have also been ‘written out’, ultimately for reasons not dissimilar from 

those claimed by Cooke. 

Dye et al (2005) build on Cooke’s and others’ work to show how the filtering of theory has 

resulted in narrowly focussed interpretations which are managerialist.  They found that 

representations of Maslow, as previously mentioned, ignored Maslow’s main thrust, which 

he saw as being about ‘healthy’ people who had reached what he called ‘self–actualization’, 

and for managers to take this into account.  Instead, the focus on different levels of needs 

in the hierarchy served, according to Dye et al, to concentrate on lower level needs and in 

effect to militate against managers having to deal with the higher-level psychological 

welfare of employees leading potentially through consciousness-raising to emancipation.  

The prescriptive interpretations of the hierarchy of needs have enabled it to be seen as a 

management tool, the better to manipulate employees (Dye et al 2005:1380). 

This thesis is a much larger research project and the way in which interpretations and 

representations of Burns and Stalker’s ideas have served managerialist purposes has been 

more extensively analysed.  The focus of the analysis in terms of managerialist agenda is on 

absence – the omission of the latent power of employees to upset managerial change 

strategies, and as important, the ignoring of the possibility of failure by chief executives in 

implementing change.  There is an assumption expressed more or less implicitly in 

mainstream representations of Burns and Stalker’s book that it is management’s 

prerogative to have the sole responsibility for enacting organisational strategy, with 

managers’ powers and capabilities enhanced through a lack of consideration of the 

possibility of failure.  The fact that researchers basing their ideas on Burns and Stalker’s 

work often selected their respondents exclusively from senior management supports the 

idea that such assumptions existed. 

 

2.3.8 Disservice to the field of organisation/management studies 

There have been criticisms in the literature cited about the simplification and narrowing of 

these representations, including omissions not only of left-wing ideas such as the 

emancipatory aspects of Maslow’s theory.  Points have also been made about a disservice 

to mainstream scholarship and knowledge, with many rich, complex and potentially useful 

ideas written out (Dye et al 2005). 
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This is a major theme in this thesis.  The Management of Innovation is particularly rich in the 

details of human understanding, perception and action, especially in the face of threats to 

their career and political interests through strategies of organisational change.  Burns and 

Stalker made detailed investigations of how the results of these feelings were played out in 

organisational processes.  As has been argued by social theorists (eg Bourdieu 1990) and by 

management accountants (eg Brown & Brignall 2007) the inclusion of these crucial factors 

would complement scholarship focussed on structure in determining the success or 

otherwise of organisational change strategies also for the benefit of organisational practice 

and of those in the education system learning to be scholars or practitioners.  In the thesis, 

explanations are suggested as to why this narrower scholarship has continued despite 

serious and sustained criticism over decades from respected scholars within the mainstream 

field as well as from those writing from critical perspectives. 

 

2.3.9 Importance of returning to original texts 

A return to authors’ original work is advocated in this literature.  Dye et al plead for a 

rejection of accepted views of Maslow, for a move away from textbook dissemination of 

theories in general and Maslow’s in particular, and for care to be taken not to ‘interrupt’ the 

speaker (author).  Had there been more recourse to Maslow’s own corpus of work, the 

narrow focus on the hierarchy of needs would have been challenged (Dye et al 2005:1391).  

Parker and Ritson (2005) urge a revisiting of Fayol’s, Follett’s and other theorists’ work in 

order to counter misclassifications and simplistic, damaging stereotypes.  Similarly, to 

overcome Urwick’s own perceived misclassifications of Fayol and Follett, Parker and 

Ritson (2011) in their later paper again recommend that original management writings be 

read in their original form.  They encourage the re-reading of Urwick’s own work for a 

sounder understanding of the history of management concepts and for its influence on 

many contemporary ideas. 

Burns and Stalker’s original text has been revisited.  A detailed textual analysis is carried out 

which provides an alternative, broader interpretation to the narrower structuralist focus in 

mainstream interpretations.  An example mentioned previously, is the discovery that Burns 

and Stalker, as well as giving space to factors other than structural ones, had two variables 

in addition to the one popularly represented - the relationship between structure and 

environment.  The other two variables, apparently not given any less importance or space 
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in the book, are about the non-structural, human factors of employee commitment and 

chief executives’ capabilities.36  These were unlikely to have been known about from relying 

on mainstream representations alone. 

 

2.4 Comparisons with this thesis 

The issues raised in these articles are germane to the investigations and findings of this 

thesis.  Given the parameters of a Ph.D, the research has necessarily been broader and 

deeper.  More space has been given to what has been recommended by these writers.  

Questions not raised in these articles, though possibly implied, include the overriding 

problem as to what counts as knowledge given the problems in these representations, and 

whether this is common to organisation/management studies. 

This thesis has problematised certain issues that have not been mentioned in the literature 

cited.  The first is the hoary problem raised particularly by structuralists and post-

structuralists of definitively establishing meanings in texts.  A way through has been 

suggested by Derrida, which has similarities to what was recommended in the above 

literature about returning to the original corpus of work.  In-depth textual analyses are 

given of Burns and Stalker’s original text and also of its representations, and a wide range 

of literature is drawn on to explain the problems and significance of the similarities and 

differences of mainstream representations with The Management of Innovation. 

The examination of textbooks, research papers and the original text itself are extended in 

this thesis to an examination of paradigm boundaries with regard to the original text and its 

representations and applications of theorists’ work such as Derrida’s to a deeper 

understanding of these differences.  Here the ontology, epistemology and, in the case of 

research papers, the methodology, are compared in some detail in order to establish the 

proximity or otherwise of these interpretations with Burns and Stalker’s.  As mentioned, 

issue is taken with a seminal study setting out the parameters of sociological paradigms and 

of the paradigm boundaries of Burns and Stalker’s work, leading to a re-evaluation of some 

of the boundaries of the original paradigm construction in that study.37 

                                                      
36See chapter 6, sections 6.3.2, 6.3.3. 
37 See chapter 7, section 7.7. 



 

27 
 

One of the important determinants of representations is the ‘situatedness’ of the researcher 

in terms of their personal and professional interests as mentioned in the literature above.  

This question has been enlarged in this thesis to look at the context in which these writers 

and researchers worked.  Chapter 8 is devoted to the pressures on scholars in the academy 

to produce a certain type of scholarship, resulting in these representations of Burns and 

Stalker’s book. 

Suggestions outside the parameters of much of the literature on representation are made as 

to the reasons for the narrower, structuralist focus on Burns and Stalker’s work.  These 

have been generalised to more general epistemological questions as to what counts as 

knowledge in the organisation/management field more widely.  The dialectical oppositions 

in this field legitimated in mainstream scholarship which have deeply influenced 

representations of Burns and Stalker are further analysed and critiqued using Burns and 

Stalker’s own references to Selznick’s ideas about the inseparability and interweaving of 

formal and informal structures (Burns & Stalker 1961), Bhaskar’s critical realist dialectics 

(2008) and Derrida’s (2002) writings on binary oppositions and supplementarity. 

Ultimately more fundamental reasons are suggested to do with political constructions of 

organisations in mainstream scholarship and the role of managers within them.  Cooke 

(1999) has alluded to mainstream management theory representing itself as politically and 

ideologically neutral, incontestable and objective.  Claims to neutrality are analysed in the 

thesis in relation to mainstream methodological approaches which are considered to be 

‘objectivist’ and ‘scientific’.  The analysis is developed further in terms of underlying factors 

determining mainstream scholarship – principally objectivist values based on certain 

definitions of science.  The study is underpinned by a critical realist ontology and a 

dialectical methodology leading to a multi-angled exploration of representations of The 

Management of Innovation and an analysis of the oppositions and absences prevalent in 

mainstream organisation/management scholarship.  A multi-level analysis is also 

undertaken of possible explanations for mainstream representations of The Management of 

Innovation and of their persistence for several decades. 

 

2.5 Conclusion 

This chapter has outlined some of the literature in this field concerned with representations 

of other texts.  Similarities have been shown between issues raised in the literature with 
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those also present in this thesis.  However, a claim is made that in this thesis these issues 

are investigated in greater depth and that issues outside those raised in this literature are 

also investigated.  The following chapter discusses the ontology, epistemology and 

methodology underpinning the analysis and research in this thesis.
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Chapter 3 

 

Methodology 

 

3.1 Summary 

The previous chapter comprised a literature review of analyses of representations of other 

texts in the organisation/management literature.  Similar issues were identified in those 

analyses with ones in mainstream representations of Burns and Stalker’s book.  Ways in 

which this thesis extended the analyses in the literature were listed, as were topics not 

included in this literature.  This chapter contains a rationale for the objectives of this thesis.  

The ontological and epistemological frameworks for this research and an analysis of the 

methodology underpinning it are set out.  The dialectical circles, which are the basis of the 

methodology, are described and represented as diagrams.  Finally, the selection of the 

material, the structure of the thesis, the content of the chapters and the literatures used are 

outlined. 

 

3.2 Introduction 

The thesis was originally undertaken because mainstream representations of The Management 

of Innovation did not include all the research findings made by Burns and Stalker, and it was 

noted that there were absences in the representations of substantial portions of the book 

concerned with organisational processes, human responses to organisational change and 

the effects these had on the success or otherwise of managerial strategies.  The critique 

regarding mainstream scholarship, how it can be investigated and the explanations for and 

implications of the type of knowledge produced is closest to a critical realist ontology and 

epistemology.  A critical realist ontology and epistemology which sees interrelationships 

between structural and human aspects in organisations, and which is intent on negating 

absences in scholarship and rejecting dualistic ontologies (Fleetwood 2005) seemed 

appropriate for the analysis in this thesis.   

The ontology and epistemology of this thesis are closely linked and are based on critical 

realist approaches, underpinned by an Hegelian dialectic.  The ontology is an inclusive one 
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where interactions between structure and human agency are mutually interdependent.  

What is real includes a wide range of material and ‘ideally real’ entities, which all require 

analysis, as they have ‘causal efficacy’ (Fleetwood 2005:200).  The epistemology is a bridge 

between the ontology and methodology.  The epistemology therefore also requires an 

analysis from a number of different perspectives, achieved through a critical realist stance, 

which seeks to consider all entities relevant to the investigation, and where dialectial 

oppositions and the consequent absenting of certain types of knowledge is rejected in 

favour of a more totalising analysis.  An appropriate methodology, it is suggested, is a 

critical realist methodology based on Hegelian dialectics, which entails an examination of a 

question from different perspectives in order to achieve a deeper exploration and 

understanding of the issues. 

 

3.3 Rationale for the objectives in this thesis 

As mentioned in chapter 1, the topic was selected after queries were raised by management 

accounting students about the research methodology in Simons’ (1987) paper in Accounting, 

Organizations and Society (AOS).  The interpretations in his research paper were compared 

with the original text from which the research was derived, Burns and Stalker’s The 

Management of Innovation (1961, 1966).  Comparisons were made in terms of the choice of 

respondents and in the way problems and solutions were framed.  As there appeared to be 

important differences between the two texts, not only in terms of methodology but also in 

terms of the content and focus, it was decided to investigate this further through looking at 

other journal articles in AOS which used Burns and Stalker’s ideas.  Because these 

methodologies and objects of inquiry appeared to be similar to Simons’ paper, the idea of a 

research project about these differences began to emerge.  Widely used textbooks running 

into several editions were investigated to see how Burns and Stalker’s work was 

represented there.  These also appeared to be similar in approach to the papers in AOS and 

three were selected for further analysis. 

The overriding question was to establish what counted as legitimate knowledge in 

organisation/management scholarship, starting from the particular focus of representations 

of The Management of Innovation.  Two lines of research arose from this.  The first was 

directed to where the similarities and differences lay between mainstream representations in 

both textbooks and academic journals and Burns and Stalker’s original text.  This would 
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enable an evaluation of the significance of the differences and how this has influenced 

understandings of Burns and Stalker’s work. 

The second line of research, following logically from the first, was to provide explanations 

for the differences between the two types of text.  This question arose after the initial 

discovery of the apparent discrepancy between the interpretation and research application 

of Burns and Stalker’s The Management of Innovation in AOS and the original text.  Given the 

apparently widespread differences between mainstream representations and Burns and 

Stalker’s book, explanations for these differences being so common seemed important, and 

perhaps relevant to questions as to what counts as knowledge in this field more generally. 

 

3.4 Critical realist ontology and epistemology 

Important ideas in critical realism are set out below before they are applied to the ontology 

and epistemology in this thesis.  Some of the tenets include: 

 scholarship, such as theory, description, interpretation and explanation is not neutral; 

 an entity is ‘real’ if it has causal properties such as having an effect on behaviour and 

making a difference – in this case in organisations; 

 ‘ideally real’ entities such as discourse, language, tropes, meanings and representations 

are regarded as real because they have ‘causal efficacy’ (Fleetwood 2005:200); 

 social structures, which include rules, resources, powers, positions and practices, are 

regarded as social entities which are not material, but are social because they are 

‘dependent on human activity for their existence (Fleetwood 2005:201) (emphasis 

original) 

 structures interact with people in a continuous cycle – ‘there are no empty spaces 

where nothing happens’ (Fleetwood 2005:203); 

 oppositions in contemporary social science such as those between positivism and 

hermeneutics, and between structure and agency lead to an absence, subordination and 

marginalisation of the other rather than both being central.  The critical realist position 

is that their mutual interdependency as well as their distinctive characteristics should be 

considered (Bhaskar 2008). 
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 representations are not unproblematic and not stable or objective, as they are mediated 

both by the researcher and the data – ‘nothing in critical realism … [assumes] a stable 

and objectified subject that can be represented by … a rational economic person’ 

(Fleetwood 2005:216); 

 employees are not reified as having fixed and timeless attitudes or motivations 

(Fleetwood 2005). 

Thus students of organisations are encouraged by critical realist theorists to be aware of the 

ideological underpinnings of scholarship in this field, and not only of the importance of 

people in the study of structural factors, but also of ‘ideally real’ factors such as 

representation, discourse and language as they have ‘causal efficacy’ in organisations 

(Fleetwood 2005). 

 

3.5 Ontology and epistemology in this thesis 

The ontology in this thesis starts off from the position that there are ‘real’ entities in the 

world of scholarship, some of which are visible and others less so.  As seen above, what is 

real according to critical realism is extended to include a wide range of both material and 

‘ideally real’ entities (Fleetwood 2005:200).  In this instance, the materially real entities 

encompass academic and other institutions, and published texts; what is ideally real38 

includes pressures on the academy leading to the legitimation of certain discourses and 

approaches and the absenting of others.   

The visible entities include texts such as Burns and Stalker’s, and its representations.  In 

critical realism the less visible entities are defined as ‘ideally real’ if they have causal 

properties.  In this case there are causal factors leading to the type of scholarship produced 

in this field (Fleetwood 2005:200).39  Such entities include, for example, the way 

organisations are conceptualised in terms of their structures, their constituents and crucially 

which of those constituents has the power and prerogative of agency in the organisation.  

                                                      
38 According to critical realist theory ideally real includes that which is immaterial but has ‘causal 
efficacy’ – the effects on, for example, behaviour, ideas and ideologies (Fleetwood 2005). 
39 See chapter 8 passim 



 

33 
 

Differences in views as to what counts as real will result in different epistemological and 

methodological positions on what counts as knowledge.40 

Structures, although not material, are real entities as they are dependent for their existence 

on human activity (Fleetwood 2005).  In this thesis human activity has been shown from 

Burns and Stalker’s research to be essential in the determining and development of 

structures, complementing the more objectivist approaches to structure and structural 

change.  Along with the ‘ideally real’ entities mentioned are the just as real and also material 

entities of the people working throughout the organisation.  As with critical realism, it is 

assumed that there is a close, interdependent relationship between people and structure 

(Fleetwood 2005).  In this case it is the employees in different sectors and levels 

throughout the organisation who, as Burns and Stalker demonstrated, could have a 

powerful influence on the success and direction of organisational change. 

The ontology and epistemology underpinning this thesis therefore posit that the material 

entities in organisations include employees at all levels in the organisation, from the chief 

executive downwards.  The study of organisations likewise, it is suggested, needs to include 

these material entities in order to produce a scholarship that encompasses the various 

activities by the range of human actors in organisations, as this is germane to a fuller 

understanding of organisational processes and therefore of organisational structures - non-

material entities which have causal efficacy regarding what happens in organisations.  As 

various critical realist theorists have held, structure and process are interdependent and 

interactive (Fleetwood 2005).  Put another way, the objectivism usually associated with 

structure and the subjectivism associated with human agency are both necessary for a 

holistic scholarship (Bourdieu 1990). 

Political underpinnings of scholarship in this field and in the social sciences more generally 

are considered to be part of the ideally real entities that have causal efficacy.  The political 

underpinnings of this ontology include all members of organisations, acknowledging their 

presence and capacity for wielding power through their degree of cooperation with 

managerial strategies and/or manipulation of organisational processes.  The idea that 

knowledge and power are closely related (Flyvbjerg 1993, Foucault 1981) is supported in 

this thesis, and a critique is made of the political underpinnings of mainstream scholarship 

                                                      
40 See chapter 7 for fuller analysis of the relationship between what is considered to be real and 
what counts as knowledge. 
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which, through its absenting of employees and their potential agency, result in the granting 

of an implicit warrant to managers to effect structural change. 

 

3.6 Methodological framework 

The analytical framework is based on a critical realist ontology underpinned by an Hegelian 

dialectical methodology, which looks at the same phenomena from a number of different 

perspectives, allowing for a more thorough exploration of the topic.  Bhaskar has pointed 

out that Hegel’s dialectics were not linear.  Rather, 

“they job around all over the place, affecting an incessant variety of perspectival switches 
motivated by Hegel’s desire not to just illustrate his dialectics but also to absorb and treat 
more and more phenomena dialectically in a continuing – and in principle open-ended – 
process of dialectical suction.” (Bhaskar 1998:585) (emphasis original) 

According to Bhaskar, the original proponent of critical realism, the rational basis of 

Hegelian dialectics was to resolve inadequacies or contradictions in knowledge by carrying 

out analyses of more depth and totality.  The Hegelian dialectic is regarded as ‘essentially an 

epistemological learning process’ in which inconsistencies are remedied by a more holistic, 

totalising analysis (Bhaskar 1998:xxi). 

Contradictions or oppositions such as those outlined above have been taken up by critical 

realists as they are seen to be part of their dialectic which identifies and eliminates absences 

(Hartwig 2008).  The critical realist position, being firmly against binary oppositions, 

regards the absence, subordination or marginalisation of the ‘other’ as untenable in 

comparison with the preferred position of them both being central (Fleetwood 2005).  It is 

aimed at transcending such splits (Bhaskar 1998).  Bhaskar recognises that social structure 

is pre-structured in terms of human agency, but in opposition to a positivist point of view, 

is always influenced and transformed by actors’ activities: 

“Social structure, then, is both the ever-present condition and the continually reproduced 
outcome of intentional human agency.” (Bhaskar 1998:xvi) 

The dialectical learning process in this thesis is approached through an exploration of the 

topic looking at the subject from a number of different angles in order to achieve a deeper 

and more totalising analysis.  In this thesis there are two dialectical circles, each dealing 

with one of the two objectives.  The first circle examines, from different angles, the extent 

of the similarities and the differences between Burns and Stalker’s text and its mainstream 
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representations.  Comparisons are made between the original text with both textbooks and 

academic journals.41 

The first circle comprises an analysis of the types of knowledge produced, mainly in 

mainstream representations of The Management of Innovation as compared with Burns and 

Stalker’s original text.  This question is considered from various aspects: an exploration of 

what is involved in being able to ascertain with some confidence the meanings in texts; the 

problems inherent in representations of a text because of it being mediated both by the 

data and the researcher; various types of detailed textual analyses of the original text and its 

representations; and a comparison of the paradigmatic approaches of both sets of texts in 

order to pinpoint further the similarities and differences in their ontologies, epistemologies 

and methodologies.42 

Having established differences between the two types of text from several vantage points, 

the second dialectical circle offers explanations for these differences at different levels of 

breadth and depth: the academy, different constituencies within it, its artefacts (principally 

its high-ranking journals), the pressures by sister disciplines and institutions both from 

within and outside universities.  Opposing views regarding evaluations of the types of 

scholarship actually published in mainstream journal articles led to a further turn in the 

dialectical circle to reach a resolution of these differences.  These investigations resulted in 

an exploration of deeper theoretical positions in the organisation/management fields.43 

Below are two diagrams setting out the dialectical circles showing the topics investigated in 

each case. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                      
41 See 3.6.1, diagram 1. 
42 See 3.6.1, diagram 1. 
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3.6.1 Diagram of dialectical explorations 1 
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Diagram 1

                                                                                                                                                           
43 See 3.6.2, diagram 2. 
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3.6.2 Diagram of dialectical explorations 2 
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Diagram 2 

 

3.7 Selection of material for analysis 

This research project is concerned with an investigation into interpretations and 

representations of The Management of Innovation in mainstream academic literature in the 

organisation/management fields.  The aim is to examine what counts as knowledge in this 

field.  Put another way, the aim can be said to evaluate and explain the absences from 

mainstream representations of the human and political factors which constitute a large part 

of Burns and Stalker’s book.  The journals used most as data are, firstly, Organizations and 

Society (AOS), a UK journal in which a sizeable number of published articles used Burns 

and Stalker’s writings as a basis for their research.  It is an important journal in the interface 
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explanations for 
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The Management 

 of Innovation in textbooks 

and academic 

 journal articles 

 



 

38 
 

between organisation and management accounting.  It has been estimated that between 

1981 and 2000, of the 10 English-language journals in which management accounting 

research was prominently published, AOS had the largest share – 21% (Hesford et al 2007).  

In studies of journal rankings it was found to be consistently ranked in the top five over 

the last two decades (Bonner 2006 cited in Chan et al 2009).  AOS was also found to be in 

the top four journals in accounting cited in completed dissertations 1999-2003 (Chan et al 

2009).   

There are other important accounting journals dealing with the issues raised in this thesis, 

but it was decided to investigate one journal in more depth than would have been possible 

if several journals had been used.  This also provided an insight into the extent of 

interaction by authors using similar and different approaches in the same journal.  Research 

from other journals, such as Management Accounting Research and The Accounting Review, is 

referred to, but less methodically. 

A journal selected in order to analyse the legitimation of knowledge more generally in the 

organisation/management field is the Administrative Science Quarterly (ASQ), one of the most 

influential and highest ranked journals in the US.  The ASQ has been considered as a 

model for scholarship through the last half century.  According to Burrell and Morgan 

(1979) this journal was characteristic of dominant scholarship in the 1970s, and Willmott 

much later pointed to its importance not only in the US but internationally, because of its 

high citation indices and ranking (Willmott 2011).  Three popular textbooks, used 

extensively in undergraduate and sometimes postgraduate courses in many countries, each 

running to several editions were chosen – one published in the UK and two in the US: 

Mullins (2005), and Daft (2001) and Robbins (2003) respectively. 

Other literature was used for each issue explored, as is outlined in the structure below. 

 

3.8 Structure, analysis and literatures used 

The thesis consists of an introductory section, which sets the framework for the thesis, and 

includes the introduction, literature review and methodology.  The first objective - the 

extent to which the knowledge represented in the academic literature is similar to and 

different from Burns and Stalker’s original text – is examined in chapters 4, 5, 6 and 7.  

Explanations are then offered for differences in mainstream representations of that text in 
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chapter 8, and an exploration of their deeper epistemological foundations is made in 

chapter 9.  The conclusion (chapter 10) provides an overview of the thesis and its 

contribution to knowledge.  The implications of these particular representations for 

scholarship and for organisations are suggested. 

Chapter 1 outlines the spur to this research.  It raises epistemological questions as to what 

counts as knowledge because of differences between Burns and Stalker’s text and its 

mainstream representations.  The rationale is that there are differences in content as well as 

method, and that they are widespread.  Background information on the development and 

roles of contingency theory is given, including a description of Burns and Stalker’s work.  

The aim and objectives of this research are then listed.  The analytical framework, based on 

the dialectic constructed between different scholarly approaches, is outlined.  The themes 

are listed and the contributions of this thesis to knowledge are suggested, to be discussed 

more fully in the concluding chapter.  The chapter concludes with the point made that this 

thesis is an epistemological investigation into what is legitimated as knowledge in the 

organisation/management and management accounting fields, stemming from issues 

arising from representations of Burns and Stalker’s book. 

Chapter 2 contains the literature review regarding what has been written about 

representations of texts in the organisation/management fields.  Similar issues have arisen 

in that literature as those regarding representations of Burns and Stalker’s book.  This 

literature is mainly in journal articles, whereas the thesis takes some of these issues further 

and deeper.  It also deals with factors not mentioned in this literature, such as the 

dialectical methodology enabling deeper explorations which have resulted in broader 

connections being made with more general organisation/management and management 

accounting epistemological issues. 

Chapter 3 outlines the methodology used.  The ontology and epistemology of the 

framework of this thesis is set out.  A critical realist ontology is used which recognises the 

influence of non-material entities such as structures and processes, and which regards 

structure and human agency as close and interdependent, unlike the dialectical oppositions 

constructed between them in much mainstream scholarship.  It seeks to eliminate such 

oppositions and absences, such as the absence of the subjectivist findings in Burns and 

Stalker’s research, and to create a resolution through more totalising and emancipatory 

scholarship. 
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The methodology is based on an Hegelian dialectic which advocates the adoption of 

different approaches to examine phenomena in an open-ended way to provide a 

continuous learning process and the opportunity to explore issues in greater depth.  

Inconsistencies and in this instance, absences, are able to be resolved by a deeper, more 

total analysis.  Two dialectical circles are constructed to answer each of the two objectives: 

the extent of the similarities and differences between The Management of Innovation and 

mainstream representations; and explanations for these differences. 

Chapters 4-7 form the first dialectical circle in which various frameworks of analysis, 

namely meanings and representations of texts, textual analyses and comparisons of the 

paradigm locations of the different texts, examine from various perspectives the similarities 

and differences between mainstream interpretations and The Management of Innovation. 

Chapter 4 is the first chapter dealing directly with discrepancies between Burns and 

Stalker’s text and its mainstream representations.  Problems of determining meanings in 

texts are investigated as the interpretation of this researcher might be seen as yet another 

mediated interpretation of Burns and Stalker’s work, no more valid than other 

representations.  Examples are given of other texts in the organisation/management field 

and in other disciplines whose interpretations have been contested - interpretations of 

Lewin, Adam Smith, Popper and Wittgenstein.  A comparison is then made between The 

Management of Innovation and its representations in the selected textbooks. 

Problems of arriving at definitive meanings of texts are then discussed through the writings 

of Barthes (1977) and Derrida (2002).  Eco’s (1992a,b) ideas are also used to highlight 

difficulties in interpretations of texts.  Using Derrida’s ideas on deconstruction and Eco’s 

on the limits of interpretation, suggestions for further analyses and comparisons of the 

texts are made. 

Chapter 5 raises epistemological issues concerned with representation, which has its own 

problems different from those to do with establishing meanings.  Problems identified are 

those to do with the data and the scholars using them.  Issues inherent in the data raised by 

social anthropologists (eg Vansina 1965) and sociologists (eg Bourdieu 1990) are 

considered, as are problems with the researcher’s own ‘situatedness’ (Sarbin & Kitsuse 

1994) or habitus (Bourdieu 1998) (See chapter 5, section 5.3.2).  Mainstream representations 

of Burns and Stalker’s text, this time in academic journals, for a more rounded picture and 

handled separately because of their differences from textbooks, are analysed showing the 
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dialectical oppositions constructed between ‘rational’, structural objects of inquiry, and the 

absenting of the effects of human agency on structural change.   

Chia’s (1996:213) ideas on processes in representation including ‘forming, framing and 

delimiting’ are applied to the narrower set of rules often present in representations of 

Burns and Stalker’s book.  The theoretical underpinnings of these representations are set 

out.  Critiques by scholars, some of them mainstream, regarding research methodologies 

and applications regarding contingency theory (eg Otley 1980) are highlighted, as is the 

persistence of such scholarship despite these critiques and despite the existence in the 

journal literature of alternative representations focussing more on power, politics and 

organisational processes.  Epistemological questions are raised about these different types 

of knowledge. 

In chapter 6, following Derrida’s (1997, 2002a) method of dealing with problems of 

meanings in texts through a minute ‘explication de texte’ and Eco’s (1992a,b) reliance on 

intentio operis, a textual analysis of Burns and Stalker’s book is carried out.  Main themes in 

the book are analysed and evaluated, using Burns and Stalker’s own comments and those 

of supporting authors in their book.  These are used as a basis for further comparisons 

with the selected textbooks.  These are considered to be more appropriate than journal 

articles for this analysis as Burns and Stalker’s ideas are laid out, albeit briefly, rather than 

being referred to solely for research purposes. 

Other analytical tools are then used to enable further comparisons to be made between The 

Management of Innovation and the three textbooks.  An analysis is carried out of the binary 

oppositions constructed in mainstream scholarship, guided by Derrida’s (1973, 1995, 2002) 

critiques of dualistic thinking.  Some pages of The Management of Innovation are compared 

with the few pages of the textbooks devoted to Burns and Stalker through a critical 

discourse analysis based on Fairclough and Hardy’s (1997) ideas on the relationships 

between meanings, language and grammatical structures, and author and reader identities.   

Chapter 7 comprises a further and final analysis of the similarities and differences between 

the kinds of knowledge produced through a deeper investigation of the ontological, 

epistemological and methodological similarities and differences between The Management of 

Innovation and mainstream representations.   
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The analysis is carried out through an analysis of paradigm locations and boundaries of the 

original text and its representations.  Kuhn’s (1970) work is referred to in order to establish 

definitions of paradigms, which is not dissimilar from Burrell and Morgan’s (1979) 

conception of sociological paradigms, used here as the framework for this analysis.  A 

comparison is made of the ontology, epistemology and methodology between The 

Management of Innovation, the textbooks and Simon’s (1987) research paper.  Derrida’s views 

on supplementarity and binary oppositions are used to highlight Burns and Stalker’s 

synthesis between formal and informal structures, and between human agency, 

organisational processes and structures (Derrida 1998, 2002).   

Issue is taken with Burrell and Morgan as to where Burns and Stalker’s work, as an 

example of the contingency theories of the 1950s and 1960s, lies.  Finally the question to 

what extent the representations of The Management of Innovation are located in the same 

paradigm as the original book is addressed.  This completes the first dialectical circle, in 

that an exploration comparing the two sets of texts has been made from several 

perspectives, with the aim of arriving at an in-depth picture of where the texts are similar, 

where they differ, and the significance of the differences.   

Chapters 8-9 constitute the second dialectical circle concerned with explanations for these 

oppositions constructed between objectivist and subjectivist knowledge.  The differences in 

approach regarding representations of Burns and Stalker’s ideas are generalised more 

widely to organisation/management and management accounting scholarship.  Again this 

question is explored from different perspectives: the influence of the academy; deeper 

epistemological sources of these dialectical oppositions constructed in 

organisation/management scholarship; and political underpinnings, with implications for 

scholarship, practice and the constructions of power and prerogative in organisations. 

Chapter 8 is primarily concerned with the academy as the place where mainstream 

scholarship is grounded.  The academy is investigated because of the contexts and 

backgrounds of researchers (their situatedness (Sarbin & Kitsuse 1994) or habitus (Bourdieu 

1998) influencing their research.  Criteria, norms, pressures and ideologies prevalent in 

academe are studied over the decades from the first edition of The Management of Innovation 

and through the rest of the twentieth and into this century.  Justifications for including US 

scholarship are given.  An investigation is made of the types of knowledge published in the 

ASQ, one of the most influential journals in the US in the organisation/management field.  
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Other influences on scholarship in the academy are analysed such as the roles played by 

journals and their rankings, academic networks, and the influences of sister disciplines, 

business schools and wider political pressures.  Less common explanations include 

international rivalry as a result of the successful launching of the Sputnik by the Soviet 

Union in 1957 (Maher 2001) and the importance of Burns and Stalker’s 

mechanistic/organic dyad as a trope (Atkinson 1984). 

Differences in scholars’ views about the type of scholarship published in the ASQ and 

more widely in the areas of organisation and management primarily in terms of whether the 

research was objectivist or more pluralist, published in the same journals, led to further 

investigations as to why there might be these discrepancies.  As the question as to why 

choices were made for objectivist scholarship still remained, this led to further 

investigations in the hope of finding deeper epistemological explanations.  It seemed that 

one of the explanations lay in ambiguities as to what journal editors required; another lay in 

different interpretations of key fundamental concepts, particularly what constituted science 

and scientific method.  These form the basis of the following chapter. 

Chapter 9 is the final chapter suggesting further answers as to why the choices in the 

academy were largely for objectivist scholarship.  The dialectical opposition constructed 

between objectivist knowledge and the exclusion of other, mainly subjectivist, knowledge is 

considered.  Deeper epistemological sources for what counts as knowledge arising from 

different definitions and interpretations of key terms such as science are used to explain 

further what has counted as legitimate knowledge.  Broader views of science put forward 

by Kuhn (1970), Hanson (1972) and Feyerabend (1993) are discussed in terms of their 

implications for the dialectical oppositions mentioned above.  The chapter includes 

examples of both objectivist and broader, more eclectic research, with an evaluation of 

both approaches.  The implications of broader definitions of science are then connected 

with other dialectical constructions of scholarship in organisation/management studies, 

principally the commensurability/incommensurability debate, which in turn has influenced 

what has counted as legitimate knowledge and scholarly practice.   

Chapter 10 is the concluding chapter.  In it the purpose of this study is revisited, as are its 

findings.  The aim and objectives of the research are repeated.  The research process and 

findings are set out in order to provide evidence for the achievement of each objective.  A 

fuller analysis is given of the contribution this thesis has made to knowledge in the field.  It 



 

44 
 

is pointed out that conclusions based on these findings are based on one among other 

possible interpretations, but that the evidence has provided support for the position 

adopted in this thesis.  The limitations of this study are then outlined.   

Scope for further research into representations of other texts is suggested and a link is 

made for research into a resolution with the oppositional dialectic in mainstream 

scholarship through a more holistic, pluralistic scholarship.  Finally suggestions as to the 

significance of this study are made.  The conclusion re-iterates the view that dominant 

knowledge in this field has been framed mainly in terms of dialectical oppositions.  A 

suggestion is made for a complementary, more holistic scholarship, which is likely, 

ultimately, to be more sustainable. 

 

3.9 Conclusion 

This methodology has set out how representations of Burns and Stalker’s text are to be 

explored in the academic literature, and how the thesis will be developed arising from 

further research in journal articles and books.  The analysis is underpinned by a dialectic 

based on a Hegelian method of looking at the subject from multi-angled perspectives with 

a resolution of inconsistencies and inadequacies.   This is underpinned by a critical realist 

ontology and epistemology which is concerned with identifying, evaluating and ultimately 

eliminating absences.  The journey has been heuristic, with new avenues of investigation 

opening up as different literatures have been used.  The most striking outcome through 

this dialectical exploration is the strength of the oppositions constructed between 

objectivism and subjectivism not only regarding representations of Burns and Stalker’s 

book, but for organisation/management scholarship more generally. 

The next chapter is the first in the first dialectical circle.  It seeks to establish the similarities 

and differences between Burns and Stalker’s book and mainstream textbook 

representations.  Similarities and differences between the two types of text hinge largely on 

how they are interpreted.  Any analysis of these similarities and differences is mediated by 

the researcher and depends on her interpretation, placing her in a similar position to other 

interpreters of a text.  Thus it was seen to be necessary to examine issues surrounding 

meanings in texts.   
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The next chapter therefore examines the problematics of determining meanings in texts.  

In it examples of interpretations of other texts are given, both in and outside the 

organisation/management area.  Textbook interpretations of The Management of Innovation 

are compared with the original text and then problems raised in structuralist and 

poststructuralist writings in determining meanings in texts are addressed.  Theorists such as 

Eco (1992a,b) are used to suggest a method for making more in-depth comparisons 

between Burns and Stalker’s book and some of its mainstream representations. 
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Chapter 4 

 

Meanings of texts with reference to Burns and Stalker’s The Management of 

Innovation 

 

4.1 Summary 

In the previous chapter the ontology, epistemology and methodology of this thesis were 

outlined.  The ontology and epistemology were based on a critical realist dialectics which 

rejects oppositions in the social sciences in favour of mutual interdependencies between all 

the elements or ‘entities’ in the situation in question.  The methodology, based on Hegelian 

dialectics, assumes that inconsistencies are able to be resolved in favour of a more 

totalising knowledge, achieved through multi-perspectival analyses. 

The argument presented in this chapter is that there are significant differences between 

mainstream interpretations of Burns and Stalker’s text and the text itself.  The chapter 

begins with interpretations of other theorists’ work both in the UK and the US, shown to 

include significant differences according to the analyses presented.  Short, general 

comparisons of Burns and Stalker’s text are made with the three selected textbooks.  A 

minority interpretation of The Management of Innovation which includes more of the issues 

mentioned by Burns and Stalker is then presented.   

Because this researcher’s assessment of meanings in both the original text and some of its 

representations may be simply another mediated interpretation in competition with 

mainstream representations, it was decided to examine issues surrounding meanings in 

texts.  Problems in arriving at definitive meanings of texts are considered in this chapter 

through ideas from Barthes (1977), Derrida (2002) and Eco (1992a,b).  A way forward to 

analyse texts is suggested, which is briefly applied to Burns and Stalker’s book in 

preparation for lengthier analyses later. 

 

4.2 Introduction 

 

On an initial evaluation of mainstream representations of Burns and Stalker’s book, the 

main difference identified was a narrowing of the original content to a focus on formal 
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structural aspects of organisational change.44  The analysis in these representations was not 

taken further, except to detail Burns and Stalker’s characteristics of mechanistic and 

organic systems.  In keeping with this version of an essentially functionalist approach, 

concepts like formal structure and environment were treated as ontologically real and not 

as they might in some other approaches as uncertain, ambiguous, subject to non-

managerial influences such as informal structures or vulnerable to human agency (eg Burns 

1966, Willmott 1993). 

What were absented from these interpretations were factors analysed in depth by Burns 

and Stalker that would impinge on the implementation and functionality of change 

strategies.  These were to do mainly with human intentions and actions – the capacities of 

senior executives to effect change and employees’ potential to influence the direction of 

the changes.  The Management of Innovation included analyses of the threats to successful 

change by employees concerned with their own interests, leading potentially to resistance 

and the failure of managerial change strategies.  Burns and Stalker found in the English and 

particularly in the Scottish companies, evidence of difficulties in structural change being 

achieved successfully (Burns & Stalker 1961). 

 

4.3 Interpretations of other texts 

Burns and Stalker’s book is not the only example of a text whose interpretations are 

questioned.  Interpretations of other texts by scholars in the organisation/management 

area and also in philosophy and economics are outlined, showing omissions of important 

ideas present in the original text, or the harnessing of the work to the researcher’s own 

theoretical approaches – issues pertinent also to The Management of Innovation.   

 

4.3.1 Kurt Lewin 

In the field of organisation studies, similar issues have been raised about interpretations of 

other theorists such as Kurt Lewin.  Cooke (1999), as mentioned in the literature review,45 

argues strongly that politics underpinned the way Lewin’s work was presented.  Cooke 

                                                      
44 Mentioned initially in chapter 1, section 1.4.2. 
45 See chapter 2, section 2.3.2. 
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claims that a great deal of Lewin’s work has been omitted from the managerial literature, 

and that what is represented has been simplified with lacunae that are politically significant. 

His concepts of reflective feedback on group processes and dynamics in order to enhance 

change management were intended by Lewin to deal with the high inter-ethnic conflict 

present in the US at a time of racial segregation, denial of the vote to Afro-Americans and 

racist lynchings.  Cooke points out that this has not generally been mentioned in the 

literature and instead Lewin is depicted from a managerialist standpoint as being the 

founding father of change management and group dynamics theory (Cooke 1999). 

Similarly, the famous experiment Lewin engaged in in the 1930s with Lippit and White 

regarding democratic, autocratic and laissez-faire styles of leadership was deeply political, and 

intended by Lewin to effect social change on behalf of the disadvantaged (Cooke 1999).  

This angle has been ignored and the research used instead as a guide to management styles 

of leadership.  Cooke affirms the tendency of management theory to be about discourses 

presenting a managerialist version of theories - a point argued later in relation to 

interpretations of Burns and Stalker’s book.46 

 

4.3.2 Adam Smith 
 

Examples from other fields include, most famously, Adam Smith.  Interpretations of 

Smith’s ideas have been analysed by various authors, some of whom have claimed that 

dominant interpretations are limited, if not suggestive of the opposite of what Smith had 

intended.  Collison (2003) has argued that interpretations of Smith have been partial and 

self-serving.  In the Wealth of Nations, Collison, citing Heilbroner (1991), points out that the 

idea of ‘let the market alone’ as an argument against humanitarian legislation was 

propagated as an idea of Smith’s by the new industrialists whom Smith had warned 

against: 

“Our merchants and master-manufacturers complain much of the bad effects of high 
wages … They say nothing concerning the bad effects of high profits.  They are silent 
with regard to the pernicious effects of their own gains.” (Smith 2007:81) 

Smith had strongly advocated government regulation rather than ‘untrammelled’ free 

market competition (Collison 2003:864). 

                                                      
46 See eg chapter 6, section 6.5. 



 

49 
 

Interpretations of the Wealth of Nations have focussed on freedom of trade, ignoring 

Smith’s critique of various political and religious institutions which he castigated for their 

injustices.  Rothschild, amongst others, has emphasised Smith’s concerns and anger at the 

poverty engendered by low wages for labourers, which he regarded as an oppression of the 

poor by the rich.  Some quotes from Adam Smith demonstrate his position.  The poor 

labourer, according to Smith 

“supports the whole frame of society’; but is ‘himself possessed of a very small share” 
(Smith 1763:341), 

and that the 

“Laws and government may be considered … in every case as a combination of the rich to 
oppress the poor, and preserve to themselves the inequality of the goods which would 
otherwise be soon destroyed by the attacks of the poor…” (Smith 1763:208). 

Hence Smith’s approval of government ‘interference’ in measures to reduce poverty such 

as wage regulation and progressive taxes on carriages in order that ‘the indolence and 

vanity of the rich is made to contribute in a very easy manner to the relief of the poor’ 

(Smith 1976:725 cited in Rothschild 2001:69). 

Interpretations of the ‘invisible hand’ as the cornerstone of Smith’s thinking, and as an 

encouragement for the system and the market to be free to work invisibly and to promote 

self-interest, has been shown to be problematic by Rothschild.  She argues first that Smith 

did not attach much importance to the phrase, and used the expression ironically, for 

example as an attack on people who believed in the invisible actions of gods, demons, 

witches, genii and fairies – which fitted in with Smith’s views on religion (Rothschild 

2001).  In the more important field of political economy, despite possible benefits from an 

invisible hand approach, Rothschild supports Collison’s views.  According to her, Smith 

saw disadvantages in allowing merchants to employ their capital freely as they were 

rapacious, seeking to gain advantage over their countrymen sometimes through 

manipulating the system and state regulations.  The populace was also blind to the 

invisible hand and thus could not be the best judge of its own interests (Rothschild 2001). 

 

4.3.3 Popper and Wittgenstein 

It has been claimed that philosophers such as Wittgenstein and Popper were also 

interpreted in ways that are contestable.  Magee, in his popularised journey through 
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modern western philosophy, argues that logical positivists wrongly interpreted Popper’s 

falsifiability thesis as supporting their own claims to truth.  Instead, according to Magee, 

Popper was simply demarcating what he considered to be scientific from non-scientific 

statements.  Popper in fact saw religion, myth and metaphysical beliefs as important, 

alternate ways of seeing the world (Magee 1998). 

Similarly logical positivists assumed that Wittgenstein’s Tractatus was based on logical 

positivist ideas.  However Magee is of the opinion that Wittgenstein, while being in 

agreement with the logical positivists that certain utterances could only be valid according 

to whether or not they fulfilled scientific rules of verification, believed that such utterances 

encompassed the comparatively unimportant areas of factual discourse and logic, and not 

the more important questions of ethics, morals, values, and meanings of life and death 

(Magee 1998). 

 

4.4 Interpretations of Burns and Stalker’s book 

 

The interpretations of The Management of Innovation in textbooks and academic journals have 

been broadly of two types.  Mostly they have concentrated on the ideal types of 

mechanistic and organic structures and on the characteristics attributed by Burns and 

Stalker to each of these systems.  And most have claimed that Burns and Stalker's theory is 

about organisations having their structures and systems adapted to an organic rather than 

to a mechanistic system in times of change. 

Textbooks have been used as one of the two main sources of data to demonstrate 

differences in interpretation of Burns and Stalker’s book with the original text, the other 

being academic journals.  This chapter analyses textbook interpretations; the following 

chapter deals with representations of The Management of Innovation in journal articles.  The 

two are different types of enterprise, though related, and it was felt they would be better 

handled separately, with an analysis focussed in turn on each type of text.47 

Mainstream textbooks used as examples are Daft (2001), Robbins (2003) and Mullins 

(2005).  The first two are US textbooks, the last, British.  They have been used as examples 

as they are popular, used internationally and have run into several editions.   

                                                      
47 Because interpretation and representation overlap, it was felt the divide between textbooks in 
chapter 4 and journal articles in chapter 5 would not compromise the analysis but would provide a 
clearer focus on the issues particular to each. 
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Textbooks are important as they frame and legitimate the boundaries and content of a 

subject.  Stambaugh and Trank (2010) have emphasised that they: 

“present a coherent, thematically integrated view of a discipline and are part of a ‘stable, 
highly standardised, and widely disseminated disciplinary pedagogy” (Lynch & Bogen cited 
in Stambaugh & Trank 2010:664) 

In the seventh edition of his textbook Organization Theory and Design, Daft portrayed 

Burns and Stalker’s ideas as a choice between two alternative structures: 

“When the external environment was stable, the internal organization was characterized by 
rules, procedures, and a clear hierarchy of authority…. 

“In rapidly changing environments, the internal organization was much looser, free-
flowing, and adaptive.  Rules and regulations often were not written down or, if written 

down, were ignored…. 

“As environmental uncertainty increases, organizations tend to become more organic, 
which means decentralizing authority and responsibility to lower levels …. Thus, the 
organization is more fluid and is able to adapt continually to changes in the external 
environment.” (Daft 2001:144-145). 

Robbins, after describing the characteristics of mechanistic and organic systems, noted 

that 

“An organization’s structure is a means to help management achieve its objectives …. 
structure should follow strategy.  If management makes a significant change in its 
organization’s strategy, the structure will need to be modified to accommodate and 
support this change.” (Robbins 2003:440). 

There is no suggestion in either of these textbooks that human influence also needed to be 

taken into account if such change was to be supported, as had been argued at length by 

Burns and Stalker.   

Mullins (2005) stated that according to Burns and Stalker, both mechanistic and organic 

systems represented a ‘rational’ form of organisation which could be: 

 “created and maintained explicitly and deliberately to make full use of the human 
 resources in the most efficient manner according to the circumstances of the 
 organisation.” (Mullins 2005:642) 

Here too there is no mention of the many difficulties, raised by Burns and Stalker, in 

achieving these aims, not least by employees with different interests, ambitions and 

intentions.  All three authors then set out tables summarising only Burns and Stalker’s 
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mechanistic and organic ‘forms’.48  These are examples of the mimeticism referred to in 

Chapter 1. 

This dichotomous and dialectically constructed situation between structure and human 

agency, and between the prerogative (sometimes implicit) of managers and the absence of 

an employee presence is not uncommon in the organisation/management literature and is 

a theme recurring throughout this research, not only in interpretations of Burns and 

Stalker’s book, but also regarding what counts as legitimate knowledge more generally. 

 

4.5 Alternative textbook interpretations of Burns and Stalker’s book 

There were minority textbook interpretations of The Management of Innovation which 

indicates that some saw that there was more in the book than a ‘fit’ between organisational 

form and environment.  One of the few were Pugh et al, who pointed out as early as 1964 

that Burns and Stalker found that it was not at all easy to achieve organic systems, 

particularly if the organisation was being changed from a mechanistic one: 

“The almost complete failure of the traditional Scottish firms to absorb electronics 
research and development engineers into their organizations leads Burns to doubt whether 
a mechanistic firm can consciously change to an organismic one.” (Pugh, Hickson & 
Hinings 1964:16). 

This is a substantially different interpretation of Burns and Stalker’s book.  Although it 

remains within a discourse about structure, it highlights the fallibilities in structural change 

from a mechanistic to an organic system.  That short paragraph also introduces the 

problem of human agency, in the shape of the new cadres of engineers.  These were 

difficulties acknowledged to be important by Burns and Stalker, and analysed by them at 

some length. 

 

4.6 Legitimation of these different interpretations 

 

The first set of interpretations has been privileged over the last in terms of what has 

become accepted knowledge about The Management of Innovation.  Daft (2001), Robbins 

(2003) and Mullins (2005) have been given as examples of textbook writers focussing on 

structural aspects.  As mentioned, these are popular and widely used texts.  These 

                                                      
48 ‘Only’, because it can be argued that much more can be said about Burns and Stalker’s book  
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interpretations also exist in many other organisation and management textbooks.  Many 

journal publications by researchers have likewise focussed on Burns and Stalker’s model of 

mechanistic and organic systems when testing their theory against organisational practice, 

as discussed in the next chapter.49  Simons’ (1987) paper is analysed in later chapters50 as an 

example of a researcher with this focus, who used Burns and Stalker’s ideas as a basis for 

investigating organisation systems in stable and volatile environments.  Other, similar 

research, principally in AOS, is also examined in later chapters.51 

 

4.7 Meanings of texts 

These interpretations and their refutations raise issues about the meanings of texts and 

where such meanings lie.  And given the possibility of the interpretation in this thesis being 

yet another, perhaps subjective interpretation, questions arise as to whether both sets of 

readings of the book might be valid or whether one is a more legitimate interpretation of 

the book than the other.  This is difficult to answer initially given various theorists’ 

strictures, discussed below,52 on the possibility of arriving at definitive meanings of texts.   

The textbook interpretations of The Management of Innovation are necessarily much shorter 

versions of a book stretching to 262 pages.  Kuhn, writing of representations of the 

history of science, acknowledged that the representation of theory must necessarily be a 

summary and perforce a simplification.  Scientists often did not apply a full theory to their 

research, but instead abstracted from it a narrower set of ‘rules’ for their empirical work 

(Kuhn 1970:43).  However, for Kuhn this was unsatisfactory, as the narrower set of rules 

left out important developments in the history of science, particularly the non-linearity, 

randomness, complexity and conflictual nature of scientific theories, especially new ones 

contesting older paradigms (Kuhn 1970). 

Here the problem is similar in many ways - a narrower interpretation with complexity, 

conflict and potential dysfunction omitted.  This is particularly true of the mainstream 

interpretations.  It may also be true of Pugh’s et al representation.  This can be said to be 

                                                      
49 Chapter 5, section 5.5.2. 
50 Chapters 7, 9 
51 Chapter 9. 
52 Chapter 4, section 4.8. 



 

54 
 

‘narrow’ on account of its brevity, but it does put forward a problematisation of issues 

raised by Burns and Stalker. 

One could seek to explain these different interpretations on the grounds that there are, for 

many reasons, going to be different interpretations of any text, and leave it at that.  More 

foolhardy, perhaps, in the light of some ‘post-structuralist’53 writers like Barthes and 

Derrida on the meaning of texts, is an attempt to establish the meanings of the original 

book by Burns and Stalker, and then to seek to evaluate subsequent interpretations. 

Questions about the meanings of texts have been raised in recent decades by many 

theorists.  In order to evaluate one’s own and others’ interpretations of texts with some 

confidence in one’s own judgment, poststructuralist and other theorists, principally Barthes 

(1977), Derrida (2002) and Eco (1992a,b) are used initially to highlight problems in 

defining meanings in texts, and then as bases for establishing, if not definitive, at least valid 

meanings for texts. 

 

4.8 Poststructuralists on the meanings of texts 

Some poststructuralists and other theorists have problematised this question in terms of 

meanings lying alternatively with the author; the reader; or the text itself; where they are 

located in the text; or some combination of these.  They raise questions about whether 

texts can be shown to have definitive meanings; and if not, whether there are any criteria 

for adjudicating on the validity of varied interpretations. 

Barthes and Derrida among others have argued strongly against the notion of an a priori 

subject situated outside a context (Barthes 1977a, Derrida 1997).  Their ideas have 

supported the questioning of meanings of texts, particularly with regard to their authors' 

intentions, and have opened up the possibility of different interpretations.  Barthes and 

Derrida in particular emphasise the essential undecidability of a text – for many, often 

different, reasons.  Their ideas vary, but there are strong arguments that recur for each 

(Barthes 1977a, Derrida 1976). 

                                                      
53 Barthes is sometimes described as a ‘structuralist’ and sometimes as a ‘poststructuralist’ theorist.  
Burke’s (1998) definitions are followed. 
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4.8.1 Barthes’ death of the author 

 

The most extreme of these views is Barthes’.  Like Derrida he talks about the deferred 

meaning of the ‘signified’: 

"The Text ... practises the infinite deferment of the signified, is dilatory; its field is that of 
the signifier and the signifier must not be conceived of as the 'first stage of meaning', its 
material vestibule, but in complete opposition to this, as its deferred action.” (Barthes 
1977:158) (emphasis original) 

Barthes extends the idea of limitless possibilities for interpretation in order to make a 

strong attack on the use of authors' intentions as a guide to the meaning of texts.  

According to him: 

"To give a text an Author is to impose a limit on the text, to furnish it with a final signified, 
to close the writing …." (Barthes 1977:147) 

A text does not stand as a discrete creation in its own right.  The author brings with her a 

formed ontology and epistemology with all the cultural, ideological and normative bases on 

which these rest.  The text thus does not have a single ‘theological’ meaning but is made up 

of ‘a tissue of quotations’ from other texts and ‘the innumerable centres of culture’.  An 

author therefore can never be original, but can only pick and reject from ‘this immense 

dictionary’ (Barthes 1977:146).  Who then is speaking in the text? Is it the author or is it 

something like ‘man’ or universal wisdom? Barthes answers by saying that it is always 

impossible to know, as writing consists of all these indiscernible voices. 

Readers too do not come to a text with a blank slate.  They likewise have been immersed in 

a particular culture with its own particular literature.  Their reading of the text will be 

influenced by their own ‘immense dictionary’ as well as by the author’s.  Barthes, in 

numerous analyses, comes down in favour of the reader as the producer of the text.  This 

has led to his famous, or notorious, proclamation of the ‘death of the author’: 

"a text is made of multiple writings, drawn from many cultures ... but there is one place 
where this multiplicity is focused and that place is the reader, not, as was said hitherto, the 
author.  The reader is the space on which all the quotations that make up a writing are 
inscribed without any of them being lost; a text's unity lies not in its origin but in its 
destination .... the birth of the reader must be at the cost of the death of the author." 
(Barthes 1977:148) 

However Barthes had misgivings in disposing entirely with the author.  In the same volume 

he softens his position: 
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"Text ... can be read without the guarantee of its father .... It is not that the Author may not 
'come back' in the Text, in his text, but he then does so as a 'guest'” (Barthes 1977:161). 

Barthes' awarding of authority to the reader as the 'producer of the text' is also tempered in 

other writings.  According to Keuneman, when Barthes writes about the 'critic', for whom 

one could presumably substitute 'reader', he is said to take a more rigorous view of the 

interpretation of texts: 

 "Barthes considers the criticism does still operate within a set of constraints .... 

"The specific limiting constraints are first, everything in a work is intelligible, and critical 
discourse must be able to account for all of it .... this question is answered by an act of 
choice on the part of the critic, who must himself decide that a meaningful pattern has 
emerged." (Keuneman 1987:xviii) 

Notwithstanding these caveats, Barthes' favouring the interpretive powers of the reader 

could arguably be an explanation or justification for the mainstream focus on formal 

structure regarding Burns and Stalker's ideas as outlined above.  An analysis of these 

mainstream representations in comparison with Burns and Stalker’s original texts is 

undertaken below54 with the aim of establishing to what extent mainstream readers’ 

interpretations of the text can be seen to be similar or different from the authors’ version 

of The Management of Innovation, and where the balance in interpreting this text might lie. 

 

4.8.2 Derrida’s différance 

Derrida too argues for the undecidability of texts - the impossibility of arriving at finite 

meanings for words in texts.  Derrida’s concept of différance contains the argument that 

texts offer infinite possibilities for interpretation and a renunciation of the certainty of 

truth.  Limitless possibilities for interpretation exist because the meaning of a text may 

extend beyond the limits of our knowledge at any one time.  Différance, according to 

Derrida, is the movement that consists in ‘deferring ... delegation, reprieve, referral, detour, 

postponement, reserving.’ (Derrida 2002b:8). 

Derrida’s concept of différance bears similarities to Barthes’ claim that words always exist in 

relation to other words and accordingly their meanings change as these other words and 

the contexts in which they are used change.  The meaning of any word is derived from a 

                                                      
54 Chapters 4, 5, 6, 7, 9. 
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process of ceaseless differing from and deferral to other words, and thus the analysis of a 

text the reader is required to engage in offers unending possibilities for interpretation 

(Derrida 2002b). 

“In the extent to which what is called ‘meaning’ … is already … constituted by a tissue of 
differences, in the extent to which there is already a text, a network of textual referrals to 
other texts, a textual transformation in which each allegedly ‘simple term’ is marked by the 
trace of another term, the presumed interiority of meaning is already worked upon by its 
own exteriority.” (Derrida 2002c:33) (emphasis original) 

Although like Barthes, Derrida argues that there is no underlying, final decipherable 

meaning in a text, he has more confidence than Barthes in using the author’s intentions as 

an indication of the meaning of a text.  Derrida gives more credence to the role of the 

author, accepting the validity of the author’s consciousness and intentions as one of the 

sources of meaning in texts, other sources being the situatedness and historical context of 

the text and the text itself (Norris 1987). 

After denying the author's existence in Of Grammatology (1997), he counters this in an 

interview with Houdebine and Scarpetta where he asserts: ‘I have never said that there is 

not a “subject of writing” (Derrida 2002d:88).  Derrida mostly accepts the validity of the 

author’s consciousness and intentions as one of the sources of meaning in texts.  He does 

however pose questions around the author’s intentions.  While not disregarding them, he 

also imputes a significance and meaning to the text not intended by the author: 

“the category of intention will not disappear; it will have its place, but from that place it 
will no longer be able to govern the entire scene and system of utterance.” (Derrida 
1977:172 cited in Burke 1998:140) 

Consistent with his views of others’ writings, Derrida is careful to disclaim his own 

authorship and intentions once he has published a text: 

"Au fond, ce n'est pas moi qui signe, dès que c'est lancé sur le marché littéraire, ça ne vient 
plus de moi, ça ne s'adresse pas à toi, la trace m'échappe, elle tombe dans le monde… le 
risque de perversion, de corruption, de dérive est en même temps la seule chance de 
m'addresser à l'autre." (Derrida 2005:26).55 

Derrida welcomes close analysis of his own writings.  When referring to his work Glas, for 

example, he argues that 

                                                      
55 Ultimately, it isn't my mark which will remain; as soon as it is launched onto the literary scene, it 
no longer comes from me.  It doesn't relate to you; my trace slips away and falls into the world ... 
At the risk of corruption, distortion and diversion, it is, nevertheless, my only chance of speaking to 
others. 
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"Perhaps it is better - in any case it interests me more - to speak of what is not there and 
what should have been there in what I have written." (Derrida 1995:6) 

 

4.8.3 Derrida’s supplementarity 

Derrida’s notion of the ‘logic of supplementarity’56 is a further means to analyse texts, as it 

disprivileges obvious or overt meanings in texts by overturning hierarchy in oppositions 

and questioning univocal definitions of meaning.  Derrida describes the supplement as 

another name for différance (Derrida 1997:150).  His oppositions to binary distinctions in 

texts, which he claims are fundamental to western thought, can be seen as a move against 

the construction of a dialectic in knowledge.57  Derrida invites the reader to see where 

binary distinctions break down and where the ‘supplementary’ or oppositional idea can be 

claimed to be the dominant one: 

“To do justice to this necessity is to recognize that in a classical philosophical opposition 
we are not dealing with the peaceful coexistence of a vis-à-vis, but rather with a violent 
hierarchy.  One of the two terms governs the other … or has the upper hand.  To 
deconstruct the opposition, first of all, is to overturn the hierarchy at a given moment.  To 
overlook this phase of overturning is to forget the conflictual and subordinating structure 
of opposition.” (Derrida 2002d:41) 

Derrida’s concept of binary distinctions and supplementarity has a political dimension.  

Smith argues that Derrida’s whole concept of deconstruction is based on the notion of 

alterity – giving ‘the other’ space and significance - often ignored in philosophical texts 

(Smith 2005).  Différance is to do with such recognition – an element being able to be 

signified only if it is related to something ‘other than itself’ (Derrida 1973:142).  Derrida’s 

notion of the ‘logic of supplementarity’ is a further development of the notion of alterity 

because of its role in overturning conventional meanings and oppositional hierarchies in 

texts. 

In order to meet difficulties of interpretation Derrida favours a “patient and minutely 

philological ‘explication de texte’ ”, as shown in his detailed and painstaking critique of Plato’s 

Phaedrus (Hillis Miller cited in Culler 1982:23).  Norris supports this view, arguing that 

according to Derrida, 

                                                      
56 Derrida’s concept of supplementarity is analysed in more detail in chap 7, section 7.4.1. 
57 Derrida was influenced by Hegelian dialectics, comparing Hegel’s concept of aufhebung (or 
resolution) with his analysis of différance (Derrida 1972/2002d). 
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"…. we should always be willing to adjust or revise our logic in response to whatever 
anomalies might turn up in the course of empirical investigation …. any break with a priori 
concepts or guiding intuitions must come as the result of a rigorous and detailed textual 
analysis rather than provide a kind of coping strategy designed to ensure in advance that 
such problems simply cannot arise." (Norris 2002:xlvi) 

 

4.8.4 Eco’s limits of interpretation 

Questions about meanings of texts can include an exploration of who is speaking in the 

text; which subject matter is central and which is marginal; the analytical value of binary 

oppositions within the text, and intertextual connections.  Eco’s work seeks to answer 

some of these questions.  Like Barthes and Derrida, he acknowledges the ‘unlimited 

semiosis’ in texts, mirrored by language which is ‘incapable of finding any transcendental 

meaning’ (Eco 1992a:39).  The arbitrariness of the signifier as outlined by Derrida results in 

instability in the text, which becomes open-ended, ‘where the interpreter can discover 

infinite interconnections’ (Eco 1992a:39).  As an author Eco, like Derrida, acknowledges 

that once in the public domain, his writings are out of his control, regardless of whether or 

not he agrees with their interpretations (Eco 1992a,b). 

But Eco too imposes limits on interpretation.  Although texts can have many meanings it 

does not mean that every meaning is acceptable (Eco 1992a).  Eco is uneasy at some 

deconstructionists’ licence given to readers in ‘producing’ meanings of texts (Collini 

1992:8).  Eco imposes limitations on the range of admissible interpretations through 

distinguishing between the intentions of the author, reader and text – ‘intentio auctoris’, 

‘intentio lectoris’ and ‘intentio operis’ (Eco 1992a:25).  The text is reducible neither to the 

intentions of the author, which might be difficult to uncover, nor to unlimited 

interpretations by the reader.  For Eco, as for Derrida, the intentio operis plays an important 

role as a source of meaning. 

However problematic the signifiers and however wide the range of interpretations, it is the 

text which has to be returned to: 

‘If there is something to be interpreted, the interpretation must speak of something which 
must be found somewhere, and in some way respected’ (Eco 1992a:43). 

 Eco affirms the primacy of the text, intentio operis, in arguing that textual coherence 

overrides both the author, intentio auctoris, and the interpreter or reader, intentio lectoris (Eco 

1992b).  Interpretations of the text are acceptable only if they are checked against the rest 

of the text, if they fit in with the text ‘as a coherent whole’ and if they are not challenged by 
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other parts of the same text (Eco 1994:59, citing Augustine, De Doctrina Christiana).  

Coherence with the text constitutes an interpretation which is supported by the rest of the 

text; is logically connected with it and provides ‘better’ or more valid justifications for that 

interpretation (Eco 1992d:150-151).  In this respect, his emphasis on analysing the text is 

similar to Derrida’s focus on an ‘explication de texte’. 

 

4.9 Applications to an analysis of Burns and Stalker’s text The Management of 

Innovation 

4.9.1 Derrida’s deconstruction 

There must be more to being able to arrive at some conclusions as to the meaning of a text 

than Barthes’ extreme view about the death of the author and his even more extreme 

suggestion of privileging the reader as a ‘producer’ of the text.  In that case, there would be 

nothing to discuss as every writer could produce the text she saw fit, without further 

argument. 

Derrida does not make it easy to follow his methods of deconstruction.  He emphasises 

that deconstruction is speculative and cannot be used to arrive at definite conclusions 

about the meanings of texts (Norris 1987).  He strongly refutes any suggestion that his 

ideas on analysing texts can be made into a methodology.  Deconstruction is not: 

“a specialized set of discursive procedures, still less the rules of a new hermeneutic method 
that works on texts … It is … a way of taking a position, in its work of analysis, 
concerning the political and institutional structures that make possible and govern our 
practices …. Deconstruction is neither a methodological reform that should reassure the 
organization in place nor a flourish of … irresponsible-making destruction ….” (Culler 
1983:156) 

It cannot be a methodology with rules because ‘each deconstructive ‘event’ remains 

singular' (Kamuf 1991:273).  Deconstruction is neither a ‘method’, a ‘technique or a type of 

‘critique’ (Norris 1987:18). 

However Norris questions these denials.  He analyses Derrida’s most typical deconstructive 

approaches, noting that they consist of: 

“the dismantling of conceptual oppositions, the taking apart of hierarchical systems of 
thought which can then be reinscribed within a different order of textual signification .... 
(Norris 1987:19) (emphasis original) 
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Derrida's suggestions are taken up in evaluating whether important ideas in interpretations 

of The Management of Innovation can be analysed through assessing whether binary 

oppositions have been established, especially in terms of formal and informal systems and 

processes, and of dominance and alterity.  Here the analysis is based on what is written 

overtly rather than looking in the book for deeper meanings.  What may be ‘overturned’ 

are the hierarchies and their extreme opposite – the absences - in interpretations of the 

book rather than in the book itself.  Similarly the analysis, while including some linguistic 

issues,58 looks more at overt meanings of words in both sets of texts. 

In the following chapters59 analyses of Burns and Stalker’s book and various mainstream 

representations are undertaken.  The notion of ‘supplementarity’ is used to examine the 

effects of hierarchies and institutional structures and their vulnerabilities to informal 

groupings, according to Burns and Stalker's analysis of organisational systems.  A 

separation between formal and informal structures, and the omission of human initiatives 

in creating informal structures might be interpreted as a strong, perhaps ‘violent’ 

opposition between formal and informal systems, and between interpretations which focus 

solely either on formal structure or on dysfunctionality through human action.60 

The political dimension enters when the possibility of actions by employees which could 

potentially result in the failure of managerially-driven structural change are subordinated or 

ignored in favour of structural considerations, and when the management is given a 

warrant, sometimes implicitly, to determine and control its organisation’s structure.  Issues 

of alterity in The Management of Innovation and in mainstream representation are examined.  

Conclusions about these might substantially affect the meanings given to the texts. 

 

4.9.2 Eco’s limits of interpretation 

Eco’s emphasis on intentio operis, particularly the aspects relating to textual coherence, is 

used to strengthen the analysis of the possible meanings in Burns and Stalker’s book.  Eco 

develops this limitation with certain stipulations which are relevant to evaluations of Burns 

and Stalker’s work and the possible meanings derivable from it.  The first condition is that 

                                                      
58 See chapter 6, sections 6.6.1, 6.6.2, 6.6.3. 
59 Chapters 5, 6, 7, 9. 
60 See chapter 7, section 7.4.1. 
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the text should not be able to be explained more economically (Eco 1992b).  On this point 

mainstream interpreters of Burns and Stalker would probably claim that their 

interpretations are valid as the few pages detailing the structural characteristics for 

successful organisational change constitute the essence of the book, thus legitimating their 

focus on structure. 

They may be on weaker ground with regard to Eco’s other stipulations.  He wanted a single 

or limited ‘class of possible causes’ (Eco 1992b:49).  If one uses the concept of ‘cause’ as 

the reasons Burns and Stalker gave for potential failure of organisational change, then this 

requirement would fit with the interpretation that causes were important to Burns and 

Stalker.  These were absent in mainstream interpretations which did not consider the 

dysfunctional aspects of change and therefore did not include their possible causes.  

Beyond the recommendation for structural change, they also did not consider successful 

outcomes and the causes that might be attributed to those. 

Eco’s third condition for a valid interpretation – that it fits with the other evidence in the 

text - is the argument used most strongly in this analysis of Burns and Stalker’s book.  

Despite the difficulties acknowledged by Eco, he stipulates that to explore all possible 

meanings in a text an interpreter has first to ‘take for granted a zero-degree meaning’ – the 

one ‘authorized by the dullest and simplest of the existing dictionaries’ (Eco 1994:36).  

Despite unavoidable drift from a textual production to its subsequent interpretations, ‘the 

text qua text still represents a comfortable presence’ (Eco 1992c:88). 

The argument for a wider interpretation of Burns and Stalker’s ideas is suggested, given 

that most of the book was about the problems of changing mechanistic to organic 

structures.  A strong argument for coherence in the text is the fact that Burns and Stalker 

had put forward three variables.  The one always present in mainstream interpretations was 

the idea that organisational structure needed to fit with the organisation’s environment, 

with the other two concerning employee commitment and chief executive capability, 

ignored.   

 

4.10 Conclusion 

This chapter has been concerned with complex issues surrounding the meanings and 

interpretations of texts.  Contrasting interpretations in textbooks of Burns and Stalker’s 
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book have been presented.  The evidence pointed to a dialectical relationship between 

mainstream scholarship focussed on formal structures to achieve organisational change, 

and alternative interpretations concerned with human agency, power, politics, conflict and 

the consequent possibility of the failure of managerial change strategies. 

It has been shown that attempts to establish meanings of text are problematic given 

concepts such as 'death of the author' (Barthes 1977); and différance and ‘supplementarity’ 

(Derrida 1997).  A further stricture is the different possible points of entry to 

understanding a text, be it through the author’s or reader’s intentions or the intention of 

the work itself (Eco 1992b).  In this thesis a minute explication de texte, as suggested by 

Derrida, or an analysis based on the text (intentio operis) as Eco recommended, is undertaken 

in later chapters with regard to Burns and Stalker’s book and the ways it has been 

interpreted in the literature.61 

The following chapter looks at problems of representation.  Representation, in this 

instance of texts, is identified as a related but separate problem from determining meaning 

in texts.  It concerns the characteristics of the data and also the contexts, situatedness 

(Sarbin & Kitsuse 1994) or habitus (Bourdieu 1998) of the researchers producing those 

representations.  More comparisons with The Management of Innovation are made, this time 

with mainstream representations in academic journal articles.  Journals are looked at in the 

next chapter, as their differences from textbooks enable a more focussed analysis on 

research based on Burns and Stalker’s work, especially as research in any field plays a 

significant role in establishing and legitimating what counts as knowledge. 

 

                                                      
61 See chapters 5,6,7,9. 
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Chapter 5 

 

Representations of texts with reference to Burns and Stalker’s The Management of 

Innovation 

 

5.1 Summary 

The previous chapter was concerned with a dialectic that existed between mainstream 

interpretations of Burns and Stalker on the one hand, and the book itself and an alternative 

interpretation62 on the other.  Problems of arriving at definitive meanings of texts were 

presented and ideas from Barthes (1977), Derrida (2002) and Eco (1992a,b) were outlined 

as bases for this analysis.  Ways of using Derrida’s and Eco’s writings to arrive more 

confidently at more definitive meanings in Burns and Stalker’s text were suggested. 

This chapter is about problems of representation.  As well as problems to do with deciding 

on meanings in texts, a related issue is to do with representations of those interpretations.  

Problem selected here are twofold: to do with the data and with the researchers of that 

data.  These issues have been analysed regarding social anthropologists’ representations of 

local societies during the colonial era.  Attitudes to their data and their backgrounds in 

relation to the political and social contexts in which they were working are raised as being 

problematic, and are relevant to representations of Burns and Stalker. 

Representations of Burns and Stalker’s book in the mainstream academic journal literature 

are then presented and linked to a theoretical approach dominant in this literature.  Though 

related to textbooks, journal articles because they are focussed on research, have 

differences in type of scholarship, purpose and production that encourages a clearer 

analysis if treated separately.  An important recurring theme is raised in connection with 

critiques of these representations, the seeming imperviousness to these by their authors, 

and the consequences of this for scholarship from the mid-twentieth and into the twenty-

first century. 
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5.2 Introduction 

It was argued in the previous chapter that meanings of texts are fraught with difficulties, 

and according to poststructuralists can be seen as being ‘open to the winds’.  Derrida was 

aware that as soon as his work was out in the world it was out of his control and risked 

being changed and misrepresented (Derrida 2005).  Eco (1992b) seemed to agree that the 

important elements in deciding on meanings of texts were the priorities given to the 

author, the reader and particularly to the text itself.63  This has been seen as a way forward, 

but there are difficulties with the connected problem of the representation of data, 

including texts, which will be discussed in this chapter.  These are more to do with people 

and their backgrounds, proclivities and the pressures upon them than with meanings of 

texts. 

Substantive difficulties arise with regard to representation that can be seen as distortion, 

diversion, and possibly corruption.  Problems raised in this chapter are about the collection 

of data, and representations of the data by researchers.  The analysis then moves to 

representations of texts specifically, raising questions as to whose prerogative it is to 

establish their meanings – the author, the reader or the text itself.  Having given examples 

from textbooks in the previous chapter, examples of representations of The Management of 

Innovation in this chapter are from the organisation/management and management 

accounting journal literature.   

 

5.3 Issues around representation 

5.3.1 The material or testimony 

Critiques of representations of researchers’ own findings in the social sciences emerged 

early in the twentieth century as political, cultural and methodological issues among social 

anthropologists regarding their analyses of ethnographic data.  Problems raised were of two 

types: those to do with the material collected and those to do with the collector or 

researcher.  The former included the reliability of traditional material such as historical or 

hagiographic legends especially when collected as second-hand, hearsay reports; ignorance 

about the way material was originally transmitted; and the reliability of the original sources.  

                                                                                                                                                           
62 Interpretation and representation though similar also have their differences.  Here ‘interpretation’ 
is more concerned with meaning; ‘representation’ with the data and the researchers. 
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Legends could be intermingled with seemingly actual historical accounts of events 

purported to have happened.  A chain of transmission could legitimate later or earlier 

versions of the tradition, and various extraneous factors such as the political context, the 

power of the state, the good of the community and their own personal ambitions could 

influence the data presented (Vansina 1965).  These problems are also present in the 

transmission of texts.  One issue raised regarding representations of Burns and Stalker’s 

text in the previous chapter has been mimeticism in textbook representations – all 

producing very similar interpretations of The Management of Innovation and all ignoring the 

issues raised to do with possibilities of resistance to managerial change strategies, and of 

organisational dysfunction. 

 

5.3.2 Representations of the material: researchers and interpreters 

The second set of problems was to do with the researcher.  Just as respondents’ 

testimonies were liable to be subject to various extraneous factors, so too were 

representations by researchers, to do with their own backgrounds, educational and social, 

and the contexts in which they were working.  A problem for social anthropologists 

studying native people under colonial rule, as part of their specific habitus, was the broad 

political reality within which their writings were grounded.  Bourdieu defined habitus as the 

different positions taken by people through the mediation of their particular social spaces 

or classes, their practices, goods and tastes, and above all their principles of classification, 

perceptions, values and opinions, constituting ‘veritable language[s]’(Bourdieu 1998) 

(emphasis original). 

The heyday of social anthropological research in ‘distant’ places occurred during 

colonialism and one of the criticisms of this work was that it was politically favourable to 

colonial interests (Alvesson & Skoldberg 2000).  Any claims confident that representations 

by social anthropologists working in this environment could provide ‘objective’ portrayals 

of uncontested external realities have been subjected to critical scrutiny by writers from 

alternative various perspectives - from hermeneutic, through critical to poststructuralist 

theorists (Alvesson & Skoldberg 2000). 

                                                                                                                                                           
63 Chapter 4, section 4.8.4. 
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In this light representation, rather than being a straightforward recording of results, has 

been seen to produce methodological problems such as the author’s voice having priority 

over or silencing altogether the voices of others.  Bourdieu’s concept of habitus is echoed in 

postmodern concerns regarding ‘how a certain established style totalizes understanding, 

creating authority and legitimacy for a certain attempt at providing the truth’ (Alvesson & 

Skoldberg 2000:169).  Bourdieu gives an example from social anthropology practised in a 

colonial context from works he studied in the l950s about ritual in the former colonised 

countries.  He describes them as 

“guilty, as least as regards their objective intention and their social effects, of a particularly 
scandalous form of ethnocentrism which, … tending to justify the colonial order, 
described practices which could only be seen as unjustifiable.” (Bourdieu 1990:2-3) 

Similar issues are common to researchers more generally than exclusively to social 

anthropologists: the partial information available to them, their ‘situatedness’ (world views, 

values and academic training and pressures in this instance); the particular paradigm and 

context in which they are working, all influencing their methodologies and the type of 

knowledge produced (Sarbin & Kitsuse 1994:11). 

Bourdieu also argued against the notion that knowledge and hence representations were 

passive recordings of objective reality.  Rather they were constructed through the habitus: 

“systems of durable, transposable dispositions, structured structures predisposed to 
function as structuring structures, that is, as principles which generate and organize 
practices and representations that can be objectively adapted to their outcomes without 
presupposing a  conscious aiming at end or an express mastery of the operations 
necessary to attain them.” (Bourdieu 1990:53) 

People’s habitus, and their ‘structuring structures’ were relevant in all areas of life through 

their political opinions, their ethical judgements and their cultural preferences.  This 

resulted from what Bourdieu termed their ‘economic’ and ‘cultural’ capital or their material, 

social and political positions in society (Bourdieu 1998:6).  The differences in possession of 

these types of capital were used as weapons to fight one’s corner in the ‘social space’ or, 

effectively, social structure, and affected all areas of life even to the point of functioning as 

distinctive symbolic systems with their own languages (Bourdieu 1998:5, fig1). 

Bourdieu however was quick not to blame social anthropologists for the colonial context 

and the dispositions it favoured.  As with respondents, scholars representing their views 

were subject to similar constraints because of their situatedness or habitus: 
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“Those who nowadays set themselves up as judges and distribute praise and blame among 
the sociologists and ethnologists of the colonial past would be better occupied in trying to 
understand what it was that prevented the most lucid and best intentioned of those they 
condemn from understanding things which are now self-evident for even the least lucid 
and sometimes the least well-intentioned observers: in what is unthinkable at a given time, 
there is not only  everything that cannot be thought of for lack of the ethical or political 
dispositions which tend  to bring it into consideration, but also everything that cannot be 
thought for lack of instruments of thought such as problematics, concepts, methods and 
techniques ….” (Bourdieu 1990:5). 

In later chapters when explanations are offered for the factors governing the 

representations produced and the research methodologies used regarding Burns and 

Stalker’s work, researchers’ situatedness or habitus is addressed.64 

 

5.4 Representations of texts 

One might be tempted to claim that representations of written texts are simpler to achieve.  

However there are substantial difficulties with texts65 similar to those regarding the 

testimonies of respondents transmitting information.  This has resonances with the 

apparently mimetic reproductions of representations of Burns and Stalker’s book extending 

over so many decades.  The ‘chain of transmission’ is relevant and interesting, as 

mainstream interpretations of The Management of Innovation have not differed over a period 

of more than fifty years.  The significant and common absences of knowledge mentioned 

in previous chapters have also continued into this century. 

‘Representation’ is used partly in the sense of copying external reality, in this case a text, 

and thereby being concerned with what is written in the text, as Eco’s emphasis on the 

importance of the intentio operis acknowledged.66  Here Bourdieu’s structuring structures or 

principles which generate and organise practices are examined in representations of Burns 

and Stalker’s book.  Chia’s view that acts of representation are attempts to control and 

manipulate 'the remote, the obdurate and the intractable' is also relevant here (1996:102).  

What is interesting are the processes involved in representation - 'forming, framing and 

delimiting' (Chia 1996:213). 

A detailed analysis is made in the next chapter of the way Burns and Stalker's theory has 

been formed, framed and delimited.  Other issues around representation in Chia's sense of 

                                                      
64 See particularly chapter 8. 
65 See chapter 5, section 5.3.1. 
66 See chapter 5, section 4. 
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self-referential strategies are taken up.  These, according to Chia, mirror the concerns and 

preoccupations of the representer in her engagement with her own experiences so that ‘the 

researcher/theorist plays an active role in constructing the very reality he/she is attempting 

to investigate’ (Chia 1996:79).  This is not dissimilar from Bourdieu’s concept of habitus, 

and is taken up in later chapters.67 

 

5.5 Representations of The Management of Innovation 

Representations of The Management of Innovation have been formed, framed and delimited in 

certain ways in the journal literature as in textbooks.  A further picture of types of 

representations of Burns and Stalker’s book is given below in order to highlight some of 

the issues arising from these representations.  Strong differences in representations are 

shown, based again on very different interpretations of the text.  These interpretations 

represent two different types of scholarship, with a comparison made between the content 

of the knowledge produced in each case.  This again raises question about what counts as 

knowledge, and how it is evaluated and legitimated. 

 

5.5.1 Mainstream representations of The Management of Innovation in 

organisation/management academic journals 

Papers in academic journals were investigated to see how academic scholars interpreted, 

represented and applied Burns and Stalker’s ideas.  The research was carried out through 

keyword searches in journals electronically as far back as possible - usually to the 1970s or 

1980s.  Journals that seemed most likely to have articles referring to contingency theories 

were searched manually from the early 1960s.  Key journals looked at were Human Relations, 

the Administrative Science Quarterly (ASQ), Accounting, Organizations and Society (AOS) and the 

Journal of Management Studies. 

Journals are one standard-bearer for what is valid and desirable scholarship.  Examples are 

given from the journal literature of representations of Burns and Stalker’s work.  Lawrence 

and Lorsch, two other well-known contingency theorists, published an article and a book 

in 1967, relatively soon after the second edition of The Management of Innovation.  They 

                                                      
67 See particularly chapter 8. 
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presented Burns and Stalker’s ideas as focussed on their two types of structure.  In the 

article in the ASQ, in which they presented their own contingency theory, Lawrence and 

Lorsch included a discussion of Burns and Stalker’s ideas from their 1961 edition of The 

Management of Innovation: 

“A related finding [to Woodward’s study] was reported by Burns and Stalker in a study of 
firms in both a dynamic, changing industry and a more stable, established industry.  
Organizations in the stable industry tended to be what the authors called ‘mechanistic’.  
There was more reliance on formal rules and procedures.  Decisions were reached at 
higher levels of the organization.  The spans of supervisory controls were narrower.  On 
the other hand, effective organizations in the more dynamic industry were typically more 
‘organic.’ Spans of supervisory control were wider; less attention was paid to formal 
procedures; more decisions were reached at the middle levels of the organization, etc.  ” 
(Lawrence & Lorsch 1967b:15) 

This constitutes a formulaic outline of Burns and Stalker's theory, in which structures are 

neither in any way problematised nor shown to be not easily achievable.  However 

Lawrence and Lorsch acknowledged one problem in their paper, namely that Burns and 

Stalker had found integrative devices, central to the former’s own research, difficult to 

achieve: 

“Burns and Stalker reported that such devices observed in their study were not effective.” 
(Lawrence & Lorsch 1967b:12) 

Other writers in the management field also presented Burns and Stalker’s ideas as 

conceptually straightforward.  Hellriegel and Slocum for example, writing in Business 

Horizons, stated that: 

“The major finding of the British [Burns and Stalker’s] study was that, for firms operating 
in a changing environment, those with a characteristically organic management system 
were more successful than firms with a mechanistic one.” (Hellriegel & Slocum 1973:64) 

Millar wrote in Human Relations, about the fit of organisation structures to different 

situations.  He gave a more circumspect interpretation: 

"The best body of hard evidence rests with the Burns and Stalker study (1961) and the 
Joan Woodward study …. [which] lent confirmation to the Burns and Stalker hypothesis 
that organizational structures should correspond with their technological environment.  
The idea that some 'matching' of structure and technology would correlate with 
organizational effectiveness was seized on with considerable enthusiasm.  At first glance it 
appears to eliminate 'messy value assumptions' and permit controlled testing and 
applicability." (Millar 1978:887-888) 

Even into the twenty-first century writers such as Lewin and Volberda (2003) have 

followed these interpretations.  Lewin and Volberda grouped Burns and Stalker (1961), 
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Lawrence and Lorsch (1967) and Woodward (1965) together, describing their contingency 

theories as ones that 

“consider environmental conditions as a direct cause of variation in organizational 
 forms.   Management’s task is to achieve ‘good fits’ with the environment.”  (Lewin & 
Volberda 2003:574) 

 

5.5.2 Mainstream representations and research applications of The Management 

of Innovation in management accounting academic journals 

Many of the representations in academic journals were in management accounting journals 

and journals dealing with the interface between management accounting and organisation 

studies like AOS.  This journal, as mentioned earlier,68 occupies a central position in 

management accounting scholarship in the UK, in particular because of its original aim to 

straddle both management accounting and organisational issues (Hopwood 1976).  It has 

also been used because many articles published in that journal used Burns and Stalker’s 

ideas. 

Examples of management accounting researchers using contingency theory include Bruns 

and Waterhouse (1975), who produced empirical studies aimed at establishing the 

connection between the extent of budgetary control, the degree of centralisation of the 

organisation structure and the level of environmental uncertainty.  Gordon and Miller 

(1976) took organisation structure, the environment and the decision-making style as the 

main contingent variables and linked them to management policy and accounting 

information systems.  Waterhouse and Tiessen (1978) focussed on two contextual 

variables, technology and environment in relation to organisational subunits.  They 

examined how these variables impacted on structure and related organisational control 

processes. 

The vast majority of research papers using ideas from Burns and Stalker’s contingency 

theory were similar to the representations above – they emphasised structural factors to the 

exclusion of the ‘subjectivist’ issues mentioned by Burns and Stalker.  They practised a 

dialectic which concentrated on the formal aspects of change, as had mainstream textbook 

writers, excluding informal processes and the influence on change strategies by people 

lower down the hierarchy in the organisations studied.  Their research methods were based 

                                                      
68 Chapter 3, section 3.7. 
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on an epistemology that in addition to considering exclusively structural factors and formal 

processes, also assumed that knowledge about organisational change resided with the 

organisations’ senior executives, usually the only people interviewed and surveyed. 

Many of the empirical studies engaging in research about relationships between 

environmental contingencies, control systems and organisational strategies constructed 

Likert-type questions relating to formal structures and processes, often involving large scale 

surveys: 

“They have come to be seen as large scale, cross sectional, postal questionnaire based 
research, which examine the interaction of a limited number of variables.” (Chapman 
1997:189) 

Langfield-Smith (2007) in a review of quantitative research in control systems and strategy 

listed 27 studies from 1972 to 2005 dealing with the relationship between control systems 

and strategy.  They all used surveys and questionnaires, sometimes developed from 

interviews.  The widespread use of surveys in contingency research was confirmed by 

Merchant and Otley (2007), and through into the twenty-first century by Gerdin and Greve 

(2008). 

Where the specific source was mentioned, it was invariably senior managers – another 

instance of structuring (Bourdieu 1998) or delimiting (Chia 1996), as to who was 

considered to have the requisite knowledge (Langfield-Smith 2007: Table 1, 759-765).  

Examples include Khandwalla (1972) who administered a questionnaire to company 

presidents and Miller and Friesen (1982) to managers at divisional, VP or higher levels (all 

cited in Langfield-Smith 1997).  Authors in AOS such as Simons (1987), Nouri and Parker 

(1998) and Chenhall and Langfield (1998), surveyed senior managers exclusively in their 

aim to test whether organisation systems and structures matched their environments, 

organisational commitments and product differentiation strategies.  Gordon and Narayan 

(1984) in investigating the relationship between an organisation’s structure and information 

systems interviewed ‘decision-makers’ and Mia and Chenhall (1994) collected data from 

managers in researching the information from MAS in increasing managers’ performance, 

data their subordinates arguably might also have been able to contribute to (Islam & Hu 

2012). 

Nowhere were employee perceptions and commitment and issues of politics and power, 

which could influence the implementation of control and information systems, mentioned.  
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This can be said to exclude other employees, or in Bhaskar’s (2008) words, absents them 

from the knowledge acquired about the organisations researched, and might result in a 

knowledge that is differentiated through relying on people only at the higher levels of 

organisations.   

The forming, framing and delimiting of Burns and Stalker’s book in many mainstream 

research applications of their ideas has been in terms of their simplification and 

objectification.  The focus has been on the ideal types mentioned in the book: mechanistic 

and organic organisational structures and systems, each considered appropriate for 

different environmental conditions.  A second aspect of the frame is the implicit and 

sometimes more overt suggestion that managers not only exclusively have the knowledge 

necessary to answer research questions of organisational systems and structures, but they 

also have the prerogative and the power to effect structural change.  Employees resisting 

changes not conducive to their interests through group and individual action, and largely 

absented from these representations might be regarded as examples of Chia’s obdurate and 

intractable elements.69 

 

5.6 Mainstream ontological, epistemological and methodological principles in 

the organisation/management field 

 

Interesting and significant issues arise in the organisation/management field more generally 

from representations of the original work of theorists such as Burns and Stalker.  As 

mentioned, Kuhn claimed that representations of theory were summaries and 

simplifications, and with regard to the natural sciences Kuhn argued that it was common 

for scientists not to apply the full paradigm (or theory) to empirical work, but to abstract 

from it a narrower set of rules for their research (Kuhn 1970:43).70 

In the field of organisation and management studies, the evidence shows that this set of 

rules or ‘structuring structures’ (Bourdieu 1998:6) has been dominated by a belief that 

ontologically there is an objective reality uninfluenced by human agency and that this reality 

is knowable, through the researcher.  People are passive subjects who do not influence 

their reality, in this instance their organisation.  Such research has been considered to be 

                                                      
69 See chapter 5, section 5.4. 
70 Chapter 4, section 4.7. 
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neutral and morally value-free (Chua 1986:606).  This is a ‘rationalist’ approach, which 

claims to explain the natural order, seen as interlocking objective elements arranged 

logically and according to rules, which can ultimately be discovered.  They are determinate 

and therefore, the correct knowledge can be predicted (Preston 1991). 

What counts as valid epistemologically then are accurate explanations of how things are in 

the world.  This can be achieved through objective enquiry using ‘scientific’ methods, and 

the ability of researchers to provide objective data without influencing the outcomes of 

their research (Otley 1995).  This leads to the notion that a researcher can be scientific if a 

‘hypothetico-deductive’ method is used to test the empirical data collected.  A search is 

made for universal laws or principles, which are linked to predictive possibilities once the 

premises of the law are known (Chua 1986).  Contingency approaches have often sought 

such universal regularities and causal relationships – relationships between the 

technological and market environment and organisation structure in the case of researchers 

using ideas from The Management of Innovation. 

 

5.7 Alternative ontological, epistemological and methodological principles in 

the organisation/management field 

An alternative approach might be an interpretive one where humans, far from being 

ignored as part of the research data, would be central to the research project.  Their 

understanding of their situations would then be regarded as a subjective, socially 

constructed reality which influenced their actions.  Because the role of the researcher 

would then be to find the actors’ definitions of their situation rather than seeking an 

objective external reality, ‘soft’ qualitative research methods such as participant 

observation, semi-structured interviews and other social interactions might be seen to be 

appropriate (Preston 1986, Sinclair 1995).  Researchers would then be regarded not as 

neutral, but in a relationship with the actors in the situation, which would require the 

researcher to be critical of the actors’ definitions and also of her own (Denzin & Lincoln 

1998b). 

Antithetical ontological, epistemological and methodological approaches would question 

the neutrality of any research in the social sciences.  Critical theorists see research and the 

knowledge produced situated in a certain societal context, which is influenced by dominant 
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social, political and economic structures and ideologies (Clegg 2002).  Any knowledge 

produced would be linked to the power structures and dominant institutions in each 

society, such as the army, the university and the media, rather than being seen as neutral 

(Foucault 1991). 

 

5.8 Theoretical underpinnings of representations of The Management of Innovation 

Mainstream representations outlined here from soon after the publication of The 

Management of Innovation (1961), and extending into the twenty-first century, similarly stem 

from the same set of ontological, epistemological and methodological approaches, 

described above as ‘rationalist’, where ‘the organisation is often equated with … structural 

characteristics, while the processual aspects of system are ignored’ (Burrell & Morgan 

1979:180).  As mentioned, the extreme point of this paradigm, ‘abstracted empiricism’, is 

concerned with ‘objective’ factors that should be studied to increase one’s knowledge of an 

incontestable reality ‘out there’ not distorted by human subjectivity (Burrell & Morgan 

1979:104-106).71 

In academic journals as in the textbooks, representations of The Management of Innovation 

were written largely from within this part of the spectrum of the functionalist paradigm and 

the arguments frequently framed in terms of rationalist criteria.  As mentioned, what was 

frequently emphasised from Burns and Stalker’s book in textbooks was the idealised 

continuum for organisations from mechanistic to organic structures and patterns of 

communication.  Central to these representations was Burns and Stalker’s conclusion that 

for companies to be successful in the face of environmental change they had to change 

their structures from mechanistic to organic, flexible, decentralised systems to cope with 

the rapid change of technological developments and market demands and with the new 

demands placed on employees at all levels and in the different sectors of the company. 

The processes involved in changing organisation structures here too were generally not 

seen as problematic or necessary to research.  As in the textbooks, the focus was on the 

appropriateness of particular structures for particular environmental conditions.  If one 

reads Burns and Stalker’s original text, in the knowledge of the difficulties inherent in 

representing a text and of the possibility of there being different interpretations, whether 

                                                      
71 The research methods in the journal articles are analysed in chapters 7 and 9.   
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based on intentio auctoris, intentio lectoris or intentio operis, one can see that different frames and 

limits might be set for the ideas in the book. 

 

5.9 Critiques of mainstream contingency research 

Over the decades there have been criticisms of mainstream research by organisation 

theorists critical of functionalist approaches.  More interesting is the fact that mainstream 

scholars too have been critical of this research.  Some scholars, writing in the same 

journals, have had strong criticisms of the methodologies used, as in a paper by Otley in 

1980 in AOS.  What is interesting is the fact that although this article was widely cited, it 

had surprisingly little effect on subsequent scholarship.  This also proved to be the case 

with criticisms by other prominent scholars. 

Otley, himself a management accounting scholar, in 1980 gave a relatively full critique of 

contingency approaches in AOS.  Many of his criticisms pointed to an over-confident 

handling of organisational concepts and relationships between the variables; an insufficient 

examination of the claims and the inadequacy of research methodologies based on 

questionnaires.  In sum, oversimplification was wiping out complexity and tentativeness. 

The first problem, according to Otley, was that of vagueness: there were no practical 

guidelines as to how to order a relationship between management accounting systems and 

organisational effectiveness; contingency variables were themselves ill-defined, as was 

organisational effectiveness; nor was the effectiveness of accounting systems adequately 

measured.  The same contingent variables were likely to affect both organisation structures 

and accounting information systems, so organisation structures could not be used as the 

sole intervening variable between accounting information systems, as one would have a 

circular argument (Otley 1980). 

There was also insufficient rigour regarding the claims about management accounting 

information systems constituting the controls in organisations.  They were only one among 

a number of other organisational controls and should be studied also in the wider context 

of those other controls.  Other factors stood as potential contributors to organisational 

effectiveness – managerial flair and inter-organisational relation, for example.  Potential 
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problems such as possible antagonistic power structures in the organisation also needed to 

be examined (Otley 1980).72 

Managerial flair was an issue that had concerned Burns and Stalker, mostly in terms of the 

abilities of the chief executive to interpret, make appropriate adaptations and manage 

structural change, including eliciting individual commitment from employees.  Burns and 

Stalker found ‘extraordinary importance ascribed to the personal qualities of the managing 

director’ by their respondents in all the companies they studied (Burns and Stalker 

1961:211).  It was one of the three independent variables that they categorised as crucial to 

organisations adapting to their new environment, namely: 

the relative capacity of the directors of a concern to “lead” – i.e. to interpret the 
requirements of the external situation and to prescribe the extent of the personal 
commitments of individuals to the purposes and activities of the working  organisation’ 
(Burns and Stalker 1961:96) 

These observations appear to have had surprisingly little impact on subsequent 

management accounting scholarship.  The separation and general non-interaction of 

authors with different views of and approaches to the subject was particularly striking in a 

journal dealing with the interface between management accounting and organisational 

processes (Hopwood 1976).  Researchers after 1980, in the same journal where Otley’s 

paper had been published, continued, as seen above,73 to engage in the same type of 

research with the same objects of inquiry and research methodologies. 

Criticisms regarding such approaches were again made fifteen years later in a book about 

management accounting research.  Ashton et al made the point that if human behaviour 

was seen as being wholly determined by organisational structures and processes, it left no 

room for human self-determination or creativity, and therefore for politics, resistance and 

for recognising that things might not turn out altogether as expected.  It allowed no room 

for questioning the presumed natural order and its legitimacy (Ashton et al 1995). 

Loft criticised the non-reckoning with humans as active agents in organisation processes: 

“In Johnson and Kaplan’s world view employees of the firm are ‘merely’ a factor of 
production with a cost to be minimised, they are not sentient beings but economic ciphers 
controlled by the wage contract.” (Loft 1995:41) 

                                                      
72 Further critiques of management accounting research using contingency theory are discussed in 
the penultimate chapter where a more detailed analysis of some representations of Burns and 
Stalker and other management accounting research in similar and alternative veins is made. 
73 Chapter 5, section 5.5.2. 
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Preston, analysing the links between budgeting and organisational structure, pointed to the 

inadequacy of conventional emphases on formalised, hierarchical structures with 

quantitative, economic budgeting systems forming part of the formal information system.  

In-date budgeting information was difficult to get from formal information systems in high 

environmental uncertainty, and formal information was not able to encompass complex 

and unfamiliar environmental conditions adequately (Preston 1995).  Based on earlier 

research (Preston 1986), he emphasised the fragility and fictional side to formal 

organisation communication systems and the different constructions that could be placed 

upon them by senior management in comparison with lower level managers (Preston 

1995). 

Chapman (1997) too had criticisms of contingency studies.  In a discussion on research by 

Bruns and Waterhouse (1975), Gordon and Miller (1976) and Waterhouse and Tiessen 

(1978), Chapman pointed out that the results of these articles were contradictory.  The 

problem with looking only at formal control systems meant that one could develop 

hypotheses that were plausible but opposed to each other.  Information was regarded as 

something only managers received and processed.  This was not addressed in any detail and 

was not problematised. 

However, even after that, much management accounting research, not only that related to 

contingency theory, continued to use the same focus of inquiry, variables, research 

methods and respondents.  For example, Nouri and Parker (1998) tested budget 

participation, perception of budget adequacy through participation, organisational 

commitment and performance through a questionnaire sent to a sample of American 

managers and supervisors with senior management’s endorsement.  Chenhall and 

Langfield-Smith (1998) looked at company strategy in terms of management techniques 

and management accounting practices by sending a questionnaire to senior managers and 

accountants.74 Abernethy and Brownell (1999) researched strategic change in terms of 

Miles’ and Snow’s categories and the style of budget use in circumstances of stability and 

change through a questionnaire to CEO’s at Australian hospitals.75 

                                                      
74 Interestingly, Chenhall also did very different research using a range of ideographic approaches in 
a paper he wrote with Euske in 2007, examined chapter 9 section 9.11.1. 
75 See penultimate chapter for a detailed analysis of this paper: chapter 9 sections 9.8.1, 9.9. 
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Critiques have continued into the twenty-first century.  Merchant and Otley (2007:788) 

were of the opinion that it was ‘not clear whether positivistic prescriptions that are stable 

across time and national and organizational culture are likely to be found, even with a 

much greater volume of contingency research’.  Langfield-Smith (2007) pointed out that 

although most empirical research about controls and strategy focussed on formal controls, 

informal controls such as those deriving from shared values and norms or the 

organisation’s culture were also important and could have an influence on the effectiveness 

of the organisation’s formal controls. 

Impermeability to these critiques has been remarked on by various writers, and is discussed 

later when explanations are sought for these representations.76  Hopper and Powell were 

among those who pointed out that despite criticisms by various authors in the 1970s and 

1980s, researchers engaged with contingency theory did not pay enough attention to the 

discretion of key decision-makers, nor to the influence of values, beliefs and ideologies.  

Similarly appeals at that time for a more interpretive approach with a focus on the 

understanding of the participants themselves in order for researchers to get a better grasp 

of accounting practices and processes were largely ignored (Hopper & Powell 1985). 

In his broader discussion of organisation change, March colourfully described the lack of 

engagement between different approaches to organisation studies in the 1990s as exhibiting 

‘persistent symptoms of isolation, engaging in intermittent internecine worldview cleansing’ and 

all in the name of ‘technical purity and claims of universality’.  He acknowledged that this 

might be a ‘grim necessity’ as developing interesting ideas might need commitment, 

narrowness and cohesiveness (March 1996:280) (emphasis original).  However it is argued 

later77 that interesting ideas might also arise from a broader engagement with more eclectic 

approaches. 

Panozzo, writing more generally about the training of accountants in the US to ‘scientific’ 

norms, made comments relevant also to UK management accounting research in 

contingency theory.  He claimed that such approaches were restrictive to the production of 

a certain type of knowledge: 

“the institutional contexts in which accounting academics are trained and research is 
undertaken constitute quite bounding conditions … for the nature and content of 

                                                      
76 Chapter 9 passim. 
77 Chapter 9, sections 9.14.2, 9.15.2.  
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accounting theorizing.  From this perspective, research activity loses its idealized status of 
a ‘search for truth’ and can be more aptly described as the construction of ‘disciplinary 
matrixes’, the vehicles by which modern science institutionalizes paradigms, world views 
and belief systems (Kuhn 1970). (Panozzo 1997:449). 

Explanations for the imperviousness and persistence of this objectivist research are 

suggested in chapter 9. 

 

5.10 Alternative approaches in management accounting research 

Not all management accounting research was conducted along the lines described above.  

There were examples of research done since the 1980s about similar relationships – 

between structure and control systems - that would have met some of the above criticisms.  

Markus and Pfeffer (1983), for example, set out to examine the effectiveness of accounting 

and control systems in terms of their relationship to other sources of power within 

organisations.  Miller and O’Leary (1987) had a paper published in AOS titled ‘Accounting 

and the Construction of the Governable Person’ in which certain accounting techniques 

were conceived to be part of a wider system of power, making individuals more 

manageable and efficient.  Kalagnanam and Lindsay (1999) in order to study relationships 

between management control systems and organisation structures went to three sites, spent 

three days at each, looked at work processes and the degree of interaction and 

participation.  They wrote up case studies of the sites and developed questionnaires, given 

to plant managers in order to investigate consultation and decision-making processes. 

 

5.11 Alternative representations of The Management of Innovation 

As mentioned,78 there were also alternative representations of The Management of Innovation.  

Some emphasised the authors’ caveats with regard to the implementation of organic 

structures; and their analyses included intra-organisational politics.  In the ASQ, a book 

review two years after the publication of the first edition of The Management of Innovation 

complemented exclusively objectivist approaches.  The reviewer complimented the work as 

being completely within the sociological tradition, and emphasised the importance assigned 

to politics in it: 

                                                      
78 See eg chapter 4, section 4.5, chapter 5, sections 5.7, 5.10, 5.11, chapter 6, section 6.5.2.   
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“Central to this is the analysis of the relationship between work-organization, political, and 
status structures of the concern.  The dynamics of this relationship are the crucial relations 
emerging between the laboratory (development) and the workshop (production).  How the 
necessary interpenetration between these two areas is avoided or stimulated is analyzed on 
several levels; as a threat to the existing code of conduct, as a disturbance of the existing 
status and political systems, and as an expression of contrasting occupational ideologies of 
scientists and managers. 

“The last section focuses on top management and the extent to which it can interpret the 
changing technical and commercial situations, adapt work organization to change, and 
elicit individual commitment to change.  Obstacles and paths of action necessary for 
administration to induce innovation as a continuous process are suggested by the 
analysis.” (Form 1963:271-272) 

This shows a different interpretation of The Management of Innovation in which status and 

political interests leading to potential rivalry and conflict are highlighted as a central issue.  

The capacities of senior executives in interpreting changing environmental contingencies, 

making appropriate changes and motivating their staff, are identified by Form as issues 

raised by Burns and Stalker.   

In another book review of The Management of Innovation in The Economic Journal, Burns and 

Stalker’s work was described as producing ‘rich’ material in their comparisons of successful 

with unsuccessful innovating organisations (Freeman 1969).  Some years later Miller and 

Friesen identified topics in Burns and Stalker’s book as including internal communication 

processes, dynamism, technocratisation and delegation – topics not normally discussed or 

researched in mainstream scholarship (Miller & Friesen 1980). 

In an overview of the ‘classics’, Kilduff and Dougherty cite Burns and Stalker who 

“may have been the first to spot (for organizational behaviour) the importance of a 
common culture: ‘a dependably constant system of shared beliefs about the common 
interests of the working community and about the standards and criteria used in it to judge 
achievement’ (1961:119).  It is the very strength of this common culture, this ‘way of 
dealing with people’ at the organizational level, that allows the diversity of viewpoints, 
decision making, and creativity from which innovation flows.” (Kilduff & Dougherty 
2000:780) 

 

5.12 Conclusion 

These different representations pose epistemological questions to do with the nature of 

academic scholarship.  Different and potentially conflicting aspects of Burns and Stalker’s 

theory have been emphasised by different writers.  It is interesting that despite some 

scholars such as Form presenting a fuller and more problematised version of this theory, 

this was not acknowledged by many writing after him.  There were two parallel lines of 
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thinking, not engaging with one another, and with the unproblematised, objectivist version 

much more frequently adopted.  More interesting has been the continued publication of 

papers ignoring the critiques made by Otley and others, often in the same AOS journal. 

Writers who subscribed to a functionalist ontology, epistemology and methodology may 

have decided that what The Management of Innovation was really about was Burns and Stalker's 

recommendation for organic structures in times of environmental instability.  They would 

therefore interpret Burns and Stalker's ideas as being more about the importance of 

appropriate structures in organisations than about the difficulties or failures in achieving 

them.  The fact that mainstream functionalist approaches had been dominant in the field of 

organisation theory for a long time, could have made it natural for people to use these 

ideas as a basis for their interpretations of The Management of Innovation, contributing to 

mimetic representations of that book.   

These representations may also have been influenced by the objectivist approaches in other 

contingency theory research.  As mentioned previously,79 one of the most important and 

most objectivist studies in contingency theory were the Aston Studies by Pugh et al, which 

extended over a period from 1976-1981, and with further papers published at least until 

2007 (Pugh et al 2007).  Objectivist versions of contingency theory, as is argued later,80 were 

often regarded as the template for all contingency theory, and represented accordingly. 

The next chapter fleshes out further the differences between Burns and Stalker’s book and 

its mainstream textbook representations.  It follows Derrida’s advice to engage in detailed 

textual analysis (Norris 1987, Derrida 1981) and Eco’s (1992b) prescription for the focus 

being on intentio operis.  The selected textbooks are used for an in-depth textual comparison 

with the The Management of Innovation, as Burns and Stalker’s theory is more clearly laid out 

in these than in research applications.  A detailed comparison of a few pages of the original 

text with pages in the textbooks using Fairclough and Hardy’s (1997) critical discourse 

analysis is made showing further the similarities and differences between the two. 

 

                                                      
79 Chapter 1, section 1.4.1. 
80 See eg chapter 8, section 8.7.2. 
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 Chapter 6 

 

Textual analyses of The Management of Innovation in comparison with 

mainstream representations in the organisation/management literature 

 

6.1 Summary 

In the last chapter, problems of representation were discussed and comparisons 

made between Burns and Stalker’s book and its representations in academic journal 

articles.  It was shown that despite the existence of alternative interpretations and 

critiques by mainstream scholars, objectivist structuralist representations persisted 

and remained the dominant interpretation. 

The differences between mainstream interpretations and representations of Burns and 

Stalker’s original book are further investigated in this chapter primarily through an 

extensive analysis of The Management of Innovation,81 as recommended by Derrida and Eco.  

After analysing the content, themes, issues raised and the logic of the arguments in Burns 

and Stalker’s book,82 Fairclough and Hardy’s ideas (1997) on language and grammatical 

structures influencing meanings in texts are applied,83 as are Derrida’s arguments (1973) 

and Eco’s (1992b) criteria to take the analysis of The Management of Innovation further.   

Comparisons are made throughout with the three mainstream textbooks selected.84 The 

textbooks are considered to be more useful than journal articles for such a comparison, as 

ideas about The Management of Innovation in the textbooks, are laid out specifically (albeit 

briefly) rather than just being referred to, as is the case in many journal articles. 

 

                                                      
81 A summary of the contents, chapter by chapter of The Management of Innovation, and of the 
prefaces by Burns in the 1966 and 1994 editions are set out in Appendix 1 at the end of the thesis. 
82 See appendix 2. 
83 Fairclough’s ideas have been criticised on various counts, such as falling between textually 
oriented and social theory approaches (Meyer 2001 cited in Ferguson 2007).  Here Fairclough & 
Hardy’s ideas are used to highlight differences between Burns and Stalker’s text and some of its 
mainstream textbook representations.  The principle aim of CDA, which according to Ferguson is 
to show the relationship between language use and unequal relations of power, has been useful in 
analysing the significance of nominalisation and of assumptions about managerial prerogative in the 
textbooks cited. 
84 Mullins (2005), Daft (2001), Robbins (2003). 
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6.2 Introduction 

The previous chapter highlighted the content and methodologies of mainstream 

representations in journal articles of Burns and Stalker’s book.  It emphasised the 

ontological importance given to formal structure, and demonstrated the absences of the 

influences of informal processes and human agency, also included in The Management of 

Innovation.  This chapter highlights these features further.  It contains a more in-depth 

textual analysis of Burns and Stalker’s book in order to make further comparisons with the 

textbooks chosen.  It is intended to show the differences in more detail, and provide a 

more in-depth analysis of the significance of these differences.   

Textual analysis has been one of the major social science approaches to analysing texts, 

focussing on themes, issues raised and recurring ideas, the weight given to an issue in terms 

of emphasis or the amount of time and space dedicated to it (Denzin & Lincoln 1998a).  

This analysis includes a table of the contents of Burns and Stalker’s book, and significantly 

of the prefaces to the later 1966 and 1994 editions.85  The prefaces, which are by Burns, 

contain many of the ideas to do with the difficulties in achieving structural change because 

of resistance by employees for reasons of career and political interests, bureaucratic inertia 

and the problems chief executives had in implementing structural change policies.  There is 

also a plea by Burns for the study of process rather than ‘structured immobility’ (Burns 

1966:xxix).  Most interesting is the hint by Burns in 1966 that the book had been 

misinterpreted in subsequent uses and references, through ‘some wrongly placed emphasis’ 

(1966:xxi). 

Main themes in Burns and Stalker’s book are identified and evaluated.  Most of the themes 

present a broader analysis by Burns and Stalker than the contingencies of technology and 

the market in relation to formal structures.  Burns and Stalker certainly had as one of their 

independent variables the technical and commercial environment.  However, as 

mentioned,86 they also included two other independent variables, in no way implied to be 

less significant than the first.  They concerned human agency – employee commitment and 

senior executives’ capability.  These were both linked intimately to competitiveness, power 

and conflict and analysed at some length in the book.  Although, as already seen, these two 

other variables were invariably absented from the mainstream literature, in the book they 

                                                      
85 This table is set out in appendix 2 
86 See chapter 1, section 1.2. 
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seemed to be on a par with the first, frequently used variable concerning the relationship 

between environmental contingencies and organisation structures.  Another difference 

which has been mentioned87 is the fact of failure, particularly of the Scottish companies 

they researched.  This was also omitted in mainstream representations.  Their research 

methodology is broader than mainstream applications of their contingency theory.  Burns 

and Stalker interviewed a wide range of employees in the organisations they researched, 

used a variety of qualitative methods including interviews, discussion and observation, 

unlike many mainstream researchers who opted in favour of surveys given to the narrower 

data base of exclusively senior management, and treated to quantitative, statistical 

analyses.88 

 

6.3 Themes in The Management of Innovation 

Certain themes stand out, some of which have been emphasised by mainstream theorists 

and researchers and others identified in alternative interpretations. 

 

6.3.1 Theme 1: Independent variable (i) - different rates of technical and market 

change (with the management system as a dependent variable)89 

In Chapter 6 (Burns & Stalker 1961:96-125) the chapter in which with the appropriateness 

of mechanistic and organic systems in set out in detail, the authors, after describing 

management systems as a dependent variable, set out their three independent variables: the 

first, discussed above, is the familiar one of different rates of technical and market change; 

but there were two others (Burns & Stalker 1961:96).  This first theme, the one focussed 

on by mainstream scholarship, is included by Burns, in the preface to the second edition: 

“The core of all the twenty studies on which the book is based is the description and 
explanation of what happens when new and unfamiliar tasks are put upon industrial 
concerns organized for relatively stable conditions.  When novelty and unfamiliarity in 
both market situation and technical information become the accepted order of things, a 
fundamentally different kind of management system becomes appropriate from that which 
applies to a relatively stable commercial and technical environment.  This general thesis is 
set out in detail and argued at length in Chapters 4, 5, and 6.” (Burns 1966:vii) 

                                                      
87 Chapter 4, section 4.5. 
88 Appendix 2, chapter 1, Introduction. 
89 Appendix 2, chapter 6, Mechanistic and Organic Systems of Management. 
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This theme is repeated in various chapters in the book, and examples given of successful 

mechanistic organisations operating within stable programmes, and successful organic 

organisations in situations of rapid change (eg Burns & Stalker 1961:83-92). 

However, there are also analyses in the book about organisation structures and systems 

that show more complexity as in the case of difficulties and failures in such adaptations.  

The Scottish firms in particular experienced problems in adapting to change through 

inexperience and being unused to cope with market-led developments instead of 

government-supported contracts (Burns & Stalker 1961:126-132, 138-142).  There were 

difficulties in changing to organic systems in some firms because the pull of bureaucratic 

habits was too strong and mechanistic structures were reintroduced (Burns & Stalker 

1961:130-132, 152-154). 

There were also problems in companies that had managed to introduce organic structures.  

There were uncertainties resulting from the removal of hierarchical structures, leaving 

managers anxious about what they should be doing and fears that others were doing better 

(Burns & Stalker 1961:91).  A second difficulty, which impinged on their personal lives, 

was the increase in demands in terms of immersion in the job, emotional and intellectual 

commitment and closer relationships with colleagues (Burns & Stalker 1961:122-123, 233-

234). 

 

6.3.2 Theme 2: independent variable (ii) – the relative strengths of individual 

commitments to political and status-gaining ends90 

Some interpretations have focussed on the people and politics in the organisation as well as 

on structure.91  This interpretation is supported by the second variable, which is about the 

relative strength of individual commitments to political advantage and to achieving high 

status.  This variable forms a large part of the content of numerous chapters in the book in 

terms of people’s own career and political interests being possibly at variance with the goals 

of the concern (see eg chapters 1,4,6,7,8,9 passim).  Burns and Stalker enumerated many 

ways in which individuals might see threats to their rights, privileges, duties and obligations 

– and what actions they might take in their defence.  These included making decisions in 

                                                      
90 Appendix 2, chapter 6, Mechanistic and Organic Systems of Management.  
91 See chapter 5, section 5.11. 
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their own interests or using or withholding information to their own advantage.  All these 

could distort the workings of the organisation and lead to dysfunctionalism.92 

Citing various authors including Taylor and Mayo, and later Gouldner and Selznick, Burns 

and Stalker pointed to the existence of informal structures, which could be used for 

individuals’ own ends rather than in their organisation’s interests.  Burns and Stalker 

demonstrated the potential harm these informal groupings could have on the efficiency of 

an organisation particularly when faced with an external contingency necessitating 

organisational change.  The individual commitment required in organic structures, instead 

of going to the firm could go instead to informal groups where people sought to bind 

others in association (Burns & Stalker 1961:98-100).   

 

6.3.3 Theme 3: independent variable (iii) – ‘the relative capacity of the directors 

of the concern to “lead” – i.e. to interpret the requirements of the external 

situation and to prescribe the extent of the personal commitments of 

individuals to the purposes and activities of the working organization’ 93 

This variable – the ability of the senior manager to interpret the changes and implement 

them in such a way as to ensure staff commitment – was seen by Burns and Stalker as 

crucial in effecting successful adaptation.  It was the main subject of the last three chapters 

of the book, and had also been mentioned in previous chapters.  The main roles of the 

chief executive, according to them, were to define goals for the whole organisation, set 

parameters for the tasks and activities of groups and individuals, gauge the rate of change, 

strategically allocate resources in the management system and determine the system and 

structure of management.  They also had to ensure that people were more committed to 

organisational goals than to the pursuit of their own self-interest.  There was a constant 

need to adjust the internal structures of the organisation to its external environment.  

These were not minor tasks and reflect the first and second variables mentioned above.94 

The problems faced by senior executives according to Burns and Stalker were substantial: 

isolation from the rest of the organisation, making it difficult for them to know how 

                                                      
92 Appendix 2, chapter 6, The Working Organization and Private Commitments.  
93 Appendix 2, chapter 6, Mechanistic and Organic Systems of Management 
94 Appendix 2, chapters 10, 11, 12. 
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employees were thinking and feeling (Burns & Stalker 1961:212-213)95; having to deal with 

increased complexity as the firm expanded in size and functions and having the knowledge 

and skills required by the new technical and market demands (Burns & Stalker 1961:231)96; 

handling political manoeuvrings from people and groups (Burns & Stalker 1961:228)97 and 

the threat to the senior executive’s (and other managers’) position by the new team of 

laboratory engineers who often acted largely outside the norms and rules of the 

organisation (Burns & Stalker 1961:177-205).98 

 

6.3.4 Theme 4: reversion to bureaucratic structures 

This was taken up in the preface to the second edition.  Burns commented that subsequent 

references to the work included some ‘wrongly placed emphasis’ and that people’s 

commitment to adapting to organic structures were hampered both for individuals and 

groups by the deeply ingrained ideology of bureaucracy (Burns 1966:xxi).99  Attempts then 

made to seek a solution through imposing bureaucratic structures on organic systems led to 

dysfunctional forms of mechanistic systems.  Examples of such attempts included 

appealing to the chief executive’s authority, overloading him100, and at the same time 

bypassing senior managers and causing resentment there.  More bureaucratic structures 

with intermediaries were brought in because of communication difficulties, often between 

the new design engineers and other managers, especially production managers.  The third 

option was the introduction of committees.  All these were described by Burns as 

‘dysfunctional’ (1966:xxiv).101  The separation of the laboratory engineers from the rest of 

the organisation was also seen by Burns as an attempt to reinforce mechanistic structures. 

 

6.3.5 Theme 5: emphasis on process 

This may be part of the ‘wrongly placed emphasis’ Burns referred to at the beginning of 

the preface to the 1966 edition.  Later on in that preface, in a section titled ‘Organizational 

                                                      
95 Appendix 2, chapter 10. 
96 Appendix 2, chapter 10, The Men at the Top. 
97 Appendix 2, chapter 11. 
98 Appendix 2, chapter 11. 
99 Appendix 2, 1966 preface, section I. 
100 At that time the chief executives were highly likely to be exclusively male. 
101 Appendix 2, 1966 preface, section I. 
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Dynamics’ Burns emphasised that the direction in which the social world was being studied 

was one of process rather than ‘structured immobility’.   This was necessary because of the 

‘essential ambiguity’ of human experience.  If this was seen in dynamic rather than 

structural terms, and behaviour as a ‘constant interplay and mutual redefinition of 

individual identities and social institutions’, change, development and historical processes 

could be understood (1966:xxix-xxx).102 In the 1994 preface Burns repeated that his interest 

in this study was with the structure and dynamics of interpersonal relationships.103 

 

6.3.6 Theme 6: scholarship in the context of social, political and economic 

circumstances in second half of twentieth century – development of 

managerialism 

In the 1994 preface Burns argued that social, political and economic circumstances had 

changed between the 1940s and the 1970s.  The change was from a more inclusive view of 

society with improved economic welfare to a narrower, less generous outlook.  In the 

1950s scholarship in the social sciences was influenced by the ideology of consensus and 

functionalist approaches.  One of the tasks undertaken by social scientists was to identify 

the impediments to the proper functioning of organisations.  Burns quoted authors in the 

organisation/management areas such as Roethlisberger and Dickson, Mayo and Taylor 

who had engaged in this type of analysis.  Here too Burns mentioned the informal 

organisation as being pivotal to organisational efficiency and effectiveness.  In the 1950s 

rational structures began to be seen as obstacles to efficient and effective management 

(Burns 1994:ix-x).104 

By the end of the 1950s the social sciences were becoming more critical.  Burns quoted 

March and Simon’s Organizations (1958) as the first example of scholarship at the end of 

that decade where human problem solving and choices were given prominence over 

organisational structure or managerial control and seen as ‘fundamental to the structure 

and functioning of organisations’ (1994:xii).105  However economic pressures because of 

rises in oil prices, interest rates and inflation, and Pacific Rim competition led to changes, 

including in organisation studies.  Interest was revived in bureaucracy and in management 

                                                      
102 Appendix 2, 1966 preface, section III. 
103 Appendix 2, 1994 preface, section II. 
104 Appendix 2, 1994 preface, section I. 
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structures because of technology, or of powerful interests and governmental, business and 

industrial systems (Burns 1994:xviii-xx).106 

Burns concluded by stating that overall thinking about management structure sought to 

‘block, cushion or somehow seek accommodation with adverse and competing 

circumstance or innovative and dissenting opinion so as to preserve the system and the 

context of beliefs and values which sustains it – and by which it sees itself sustained.’ 

(1994:xix).  This, along with a revived interest in economics, may have been partly 

responsible for the ‘recrudescence of the hard-line managerialism which has manifested 

itself in recent years ...’ (1994:xx).107 

 

6.3.7 Theme 7: methodology 

In more than one place Burns and Stalker described the type of research they had engaged 

in and whom they had selected as their respondents.  They had gathered information using 

various techniques – interviews, meetings, casual remarks in various social situations, and 

observation in the different work locations – offices, factories and laboratories.  They 

interviewed a wide range of employees working in many of the areas in the organisation: 

industrial scientists, company directors, draughtsmen, technicians, production engineers, 

foremen, and skilled workers (eg Burns & Stalker 1961:12-14).108  This is very different 

from the more quantitative, statistical methods adopted by management accounting 

researchers mentioned in the previous chapter.109  It is suggested in the next chapter that 

Burns and Stalker’s research methods in conjunction with other factors are more akin to 

the principles and methodologies of an interpretive than a functionalist approach and 

therefore that their work lies largely in the interpretive rather than the functionalist 

paradigm, as constructed by Burrell and Morgan (1979)110 and as assumed by many 

scholars. 

 

                                                                                                                                                           
105 Appendix 2, 1994 preface, section II. 
106 Appendix 2, 1994 preface, section III. 
107 Appendix 2, 1994 preface, section III. 
108 Appendix 2, chapter 1, Introduction. 
109 Chapter 5, section 5.5.2. 
110 Chapter 7, section 7.8. 
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6.4 Evaluation of these themes in The Management of Innovation 

Given these themes in Burns and Stalker’s book, one can see how from it can be taken the 

connection of the relationship between organisation structure and its technical and 

commercial environment.  This was the first independent variable mentioned by Burns and 

Stalker, and many examples were given of organisations either adapting to unstable 

environmental conditions or succeeding with mechanistic systems in stable conditions. 

Conversely, examples were given in the book of failures of organisations, particularly 

Scottish firms, through clinging to or reinstating mechanistic structures in the context of 

rapid technological and market change.  Interestingly, not only were difficulties in 

organisations, particularly those in Scotland, in changing from mechanistic to organic 

structures emphasised, but Burns and Stalker had also pointed to difficulties inherent in 

organic structures themselves and their consequences for the efficient functioning of the 

organisations.  They also discussed weaknesses in mechanistic structures, even in stable 

conditions (Burns & Stalker 1961:6,11).111 

The two other independent variables must be mentioned alongside the first: ‘the relative 

strengths of individual commitments to political and status-gaining ends’; and ‘the relative 

capacity of the directors of the concern to ‘lead’ – i.e. to interpret the requirements of the 

external situation and to prescribe the extent of the personal commitments of individuals 

to the purposes and activities of the working organization’ (1961:96).112  It seems 

reasonable for interpretations to be adopted which concern human agency, be it from the 

chief executive, senior managers, laboratory scientists or other employees.  These can be 

extended to include issues of power and politics, given much space in the book. 

Methodologically it is interesting that Burns and Stalker’s research was qualitative – 

interviews, observation and informal conversations with a wide range of organisational 

members.  This is different from how much of the research using Burns and Stalker’s ideas 

was carried out, as seen in Simons’ and others’ papers.113 

An argument might still be put that these ideas and methodologies should not be privileged 

over the basic idea of different organisational systems being suited to different external 

contingencies.  It could be claimed that the latter is still the nub of the book, with 

                                                      
111 Appendix 2, chapter 1, Introduction. 
112 Appendix 2, chapter 6, Mechanistic and Organic Systems of Management. 
113 See eg chapter 1, section 1.2; chapter 5, section 5.5.2.  
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everything else subservient to this, and that different methodologies might well be suited to 

investigating exclusively the relationship between structure and environment. 

However it can also reasonably be argued that even if the need for a correlation between 

organisation systems and external contingencies is the main point of the book, the other 

variables emphasised by the authors - the commitment of employees and the quality of the 

leadership of senior executives - are also significant.  Burns and Stalker gave much space to 

the argument that the success of any structural change might depend on these. 

Burns and Stalker themselves complained that although the 'main preoccupation' of 

organisation theory was with internal structures, students 'have directed their attention 

especially to what had previously been accepted as a datum - the rationality of the formal 

organization' (Burns & Stalker 1966:109).114  And as shown,115 this is the direction textbook 

writers have predominantly followed rather than concerning themselves with internal 

organisational processes.  Burns and Stalker argued to the contrary.  In many of the social 

sciences: 

"during the past decade has been the attempt, increasingly determined, to replace or 
supplement the static theoretical models of their textbooks with dynamic models …. with 
the conduct of actual people, although the existence of a large number of abstract terms in 
common usage and technical language allows us to ignore this for quite long stretches of 
time.  Awareness of this has led to a number of assaults on accepted theories, which 
presume an order in equilibrium, or of attempts to square the accepted theories with the 
facts of life." (Burns & Stalker 1961:110) 

The connections made in their book with the work of other scholars support their 

appreciation of the complexity and significance of organisational processes over fixed 

structures.  So, for example, they quote Carter, Meredith and Shackle (eds.) (n.d.) who give 

sociologists the choice of being 

“content with mechanical systems which ignore the complexity of men’s thoughts and 
motives and treat past and future as essentially indistinguishable from each other; or else 
they must try to understand how men decide upon their courses of action when they 
cannot feel sure, even within wide limits, what the outcome of any course will be.” (Burns 
& Stalker 1961:111) 

Their own comments and citations of contemporary authors support this analysis of how 

Burns and Stalker themselves might see the contents of their book.  The achievement of 

organic systems of organisation is shown by them to be open to considerable difficulty, and 

                                                      
114 Appendix 2, chapter 6, Models of the Working Organisation. 
115 See for eg chapter 4, section 4.4. 
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is placed in a strong social, political, managerial and environmental context.  In the preface 

to the 1994 edition some thirty years later, Burns while acknowledging that The Management 

of Innovation was partially about suggesting specific systems of management for different 

rates of change in the market and technology, claimed that it was also about resistance to 

these changes: 

“In most of the firms studied, their reluctance to depart from the management structure 
and operational practices to which they had become habituated proved too strong.  The 
solutions they in practice sought to apply were mainly to reinforce the old ‘mechanistic’ 
system and – very often – to shield it from the impact of the new ventures….” (Burns 
1994:xvi) 

Competitiveness and dissension were played out alongside notions of co-operation and 

consensus in organisations, the latter concept described by Burns as beginning to lose in 

popularity among organisation theorists by the end of the 1950s.  Important new studies by 

Strauss (1964) and Cyert and March (1963) had emphasised problems of control and 

incompatible and ambiguous goals in organisations.  The ‘rules of the game’ for each 

organisation could differ quite radically and be open to challenge: 

“It is this which makes for internal politics – a topic that surfaced, along with ‘careerism’ in 
every organization in the study…. 

“Careerism and internal politics were visibly present in every one of the sixteen or so firms, 
English as well as Scottish, that the study eventually covered.  Nor did they seem necessarily to 
resolve themselves either in orderly settlement or in reconciling differences by 
reconstructing the firm’s policy.” (Burns 1994:xvii) (emphasis added) 

Appendix 2 shows a breakdown of the numbers of pages devoted to the various issues, and 

the chapter headings and sub-headings are a further indication of the different topics Burns 

and Stalker wanted to analyse.  The comments in bold are added and intended to highlight 

what are considered significant for their analysis.116 

 

6.5 Comparisons of The Management of Innovation with the textbooks selected 

Given the arguments of Barthes, Derrida and Eco outlined earlier117, it is unlikely to be 

sufficient to attempt to establish the meaning of a text only through one’s own mediated 

interpretation of what the authors wrote.  One method of analysis going beyond the 

authors’ intentions and beyond a textual analysis simply in terms of content and space in 

the book, as interpreted by this researcher, is to aim for more independently-based 

                                                      
116 See appendix 2. 
117 Chapter 4, section 4.8. 
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interpretations by engaging in a comparison of themes in the book with the representations 

in textbooks.  The focus of this comparison is the dialectic present in the representations 

between structure and process, between formal and informal structures and between 

structure and human agency.  In each case the second of the pair is absented from 

mainstream analysis and thus from the knowledge produced about organisational change.  

These issues relate to all the themes mentioned above which were found in The Management 

of Innovation. 

This is followed by a discourse analysis of the text, where a reading of a few pages of The 

Management of Innovation (Burns & Stalker 1961:96, 97, 99-100, 211-22, 267), is compared 

with pages in the textbooks by Daft (2001:144), Robbins (2003:440) and Mullins (2005:641-

2).  Fairclough and Hardy’s (1997) constructs are used, as are some of Derrida’s (Norris 

1987, Derrida 1981) and Eco’s (1992a,b) ideas mentioned earlier.118  Rather than attempting 

to establish the extent to which representations of The Management of Innovation are ‘accurate’ 

the analysis will consider the different texts in terms of 'competing' discourses (Fairclough 

& Hardy 1997:147). 

 

6.5.1 Polarities of structures 

Burns and Stalker argued for a polarity rather than a dichotomy regarding their two 

systems, as these represented intermediate stages with the possibility of an organisation 

oscillating between the two, depending on the degree of stability of the external 

environment (Burns & Stalker 1961:122).  This view of their model being a polarity has 

been repeated in the textbooks.  Daft talks about organic organisations being ‘much 

looser’, with organisations tending to become ‘more organic’ and ‘more fluid’ with an 

increase in environmental uncertainty (Daft 2001:144-5).  Robbins also conceptualises this 

model in terms of a range of organisational designs.  He puts the question: ‘Why are some 

organizations structured along more mechanistic lines while others have organic 

characteristics?’ (Robbins 2003:440.) Mullins, following Burns and Stalker closely on this, 

point out that the mechanistic and organic systems were represented as polar extremes 

rather than dichotomies as there were intermediate states between the two and their 

relationship was not rigid, as an organisation might move between the two systems 

depending on conditions (Mullins 2005:642). 
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6.5.2 The dialectics in structure 

There is a further aspect of polarity which is closer to dichotomy – and that is the extent to 

which mechanistic and organic systems are seen as independent of each other or 

interleaved and influencing each other.  This is the same question as to whether formal and 

informal organisations are separate ontologically or part of the same system with 

consequences for its workings.  Mainstream organisation theory has generally upheld 

binary distinctions through its study of formal structures as separate.  Formal structure has 

been seen as ‘something solid, enduring, and stands in a causal relation to both human 

agency and its environment’ (Tsoukas 2003:608).  This chapter and the next are concerned 

with problems of the ontological reality of formal structures as against informal ones.  As 

the evidence has shown, in much mainstream literature, the reality of formal structures is 

ontologically prior, and generally informal structures are not considered in the analysis.119 

In the three textbooks, informal structures are mentioned only as features of organic 

structures in comparison with mechanistic ones.  Although the mechanistic and organic 

model is regarded as a polarity, formal and informal structures are seen as essentially 

different and separate.  Daft describes Burns and Stalker’s mechanistic system in these 

terms: 

“When the external environment was stable, the internal organization was characterized by 
rules, procedures, and a clear hierarchy of authority.  Organizations were formalized.  They 
were also centralized with most decisions made at the top. 

“In rapidly changing environments, the internal organization was much looser, free-
flowing, and adaptive ....  Decision-making authority was decentralized.” (Daft 2001:144) 

There is no suggestion of any influence by one structure on the other. 

Robbins too presents the characteristics of mechanistic and organic structures as two 

extreme models.  Although they are in a continuum, there is again no suggestion that they 

are connected.  One of the questions Robbins poses is ‘What are the forces that influence 

the design that is chosen?’  The implication is that he is thinking about two separate 

systems, with organisations perhaps having characteristics of some of both, but not that 

they are part of a single system (Robbins 2003:440). 

                                                                                                                                                           
118 Chapter 4, section 4.8. 
119 See chapters 4 and 5, passim. 
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Mullins describes mechanistic structures in terms of a bureaucracy, and organic structures 

as more fluid because of new problems requiring actions outside defined hierarchical roles.  

The informal organisation is mentioned only once in relation to an organic system where ‘it 

becomes more difficult to distinguish the formal and informal organisation’ (Mullins 

2005:642). 

What is generally not pursued in the mainstream literature is the notion that formal 

structures are influenced by less visible factors such as informal systems.120  In The 

Management of Innovation, alternative discourses exist in which formal and informal structures 

are regarded as much more melded together.  Passages in the book show how mechanistic 

systems are compromised by what could be seen as organic elements.  Burns and Stalker 

quote Selznick to support this view: 

“All formal organizations are moulded by forces tangential to their rationally ordered 
structures and stated goals.  Every formal organization … attempts to mobilize human and 
technical resources as means for the achievement of its ends.  However, the individuals 
within the system tend to resist being treated as means.  They interact as wholes, bringing 
to bear their own special problems and purposes …. It follows that there will develop an 
informal structure within the organisation which will reflect the spontaneous efforts of 
individuals and sub-groups ….  the sociologist …. will look upon the formal structure … 
as the special environment within and in relation to which the informal structure is built.” 
(Selznick 1948, cited in Burns & Stalker 1966:99) 

This is an instance of the recognition by Burns and Stalker that there is a merging of binary 

opposites in organisation structures.  It muddies the picture of clear-cut alternatives 

between mechanistic and organic structures.  It points to complexities in how a change to 

an organic structure would work, given that there could be something of an organic 

structure there already, but not one that is formally recognised or even known about.   

Conversely, an informal structure might seek to retain or re-impose mechanistic elements 

where changes to an organic structure might result in difficulties.  As mentioned, Burns, in 

the preface to the 1994 edition, claimed that bureaucratic ideologies were so strong that 

more hierarchical elements were reintroduced into organic structures in the face of 

unfamiliar and novel conditions (Burns 1994).121  In the original book it had also been 

argued that mechanistic characteristics could be present in informal structures: 

“commitments involve some surrender of personal autonomy, …. in the hope of further 
material or non-material rewards …. Commitments to others involve loss of autonomy in 

                                                      
120 See eg chapter 7, section 7.4.1. 
121 Appendix 2, 1994 preface, II. 
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that the right to spontaneous, divergent action outside the group is surrendered in respect 
of the objectives the private combination has been constituted to attain ….” (Burns & 
Stalker 1961:99-100). 

A robust disregard for the ontological reality of discrete hierarchies in organisations has 

been upheld by many writers.  Derrida argues for the dismantling of binary distinctions to 

the point where ‘opposition itself – the very ground of dialectical reason – gives way to a 

process where opposites merge in a constant undecidable exchange of attributes’ (Norris 

1987:35) (emphasis original).  Put another way, some binary oppositions ‘are only held in 

place by a failure to pursue their logic wherever it may lead’ (Norris 1987:134).  Derrida’s 

ideas can be applied to Burns and Stalker’s view on the relationships of formal to informal 

structures.  The mirroring of aspects of formal mechanistic organisations in informal 

structures merges with and impinges on the autonomy of organic structures. 

According to Munro sociologists have long viewed the organisation chart as “little more 

than an expression of wishful thinking, a persistently failing attempt to superimpose 

rational thought over human emotion” (Munro 1998:142-143).  He reinforces the view that 

aspects of formal organisation could have an impact on informal groupings as well as the 

opposite, and his ideas further support Derrida’s objections to the ontological credibility of 

binary divides: 

“Contrary to its stereotype, contemporary managerialism does not proceed, top down, 
through the formal, the official, the hierarchical, dragging the informal, the unofficial, the 
social behind it …. Both forms exist, but not separately.  They exist mutually in 
interaction” (Munro 1998:156). 

 

6.5.3  Study of process 

Burns and Stalker linked their analysis of formal structures and their interdependence with 

informal groupings to a plea for the study of process.  Quoting Miller and Form (1951), 

they problematised the concreteness of formal structures by pointing to 'idiosyncrasies’' 

occurring outside formal structures which needed to be studied (Burns & Stalker 

1961:107).  Unanticipated problems could not be solved by formal structures.  They argued 

that new organisational goals were open to distortion because of diverse goals within the 

institution.  Instead the conduct of ‘actual people’ in organisations should be considered 

(Burns & Stalker 1961:110).  They then pointed to the uncertainties and difficulties posed 

by organic systems, the need for employee commitment and the danger that informal 
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affiliations and interests might work against organisational change (Burns & Stalker 

1961:122-125, 236-237). 

 

6.5.4 Ethico – political issues 

Derrida emphasised that deconstruction was concerned with systems and institutional 

frameworks, with a view not to bringing them down, but to opening up possibilities of 

different arrangements and 'more just' institutions with an 'ethico-political' purpose (Smith 

2005:10,11) leading to an ‘analysis of the structure of traditional ontology’ (Derrida 

1995:212).  An ethico-political angle can be applied to this analysis as it can be argued that 

one of the differences between a mainstream organisational ontology and alternative 

approaches is about the marginalisation or absenting what might be regarded as the weaker 

element in a dialectical opposition between managers and their employees.  Omission of 

the latter’s situations and their latent influence on structural change can be regarded as 

deeply political, raising ethical issues too. 

From a managerialist viewpoint employees can be seen as ‘the other’ and subordinate to 

the main players and to the main issue, in this instance structural change.  The maintaining 

of this ‘hierarchy’ with the absenting of subordinate employees from the analysis, and 

hence from any potential influence on managerial strategies, it is argued later122 is one 

explanation for the content and focus of mainstream representations of Burns and Stalker’s 

book.  But Eco’s (1992c) insistence that an interpretation has to be congruent with other 

ideas throughout the text justifies including the other ideas raised by Burns and Stalker as 

being important in their research, particularly as this was the basis for their second 

independent variable.123 

Derrida’s ideas on binary oppositions may serve to explain further why mainstream 

interpretations do not include the potential power of employees.  He argued for 

‘dislodging’ the hierarchy of dual oppositions, an inversion which ‘brings low what was 

high’ and allows for the emergence of a new concept, ‘a concept that can no longer be, and 

never could be, included in the previous regime’ (Derrida 2002:42). 

 

6.6 Critical discourse analysis 

                                                      
122 See eg chapters 8,9. 
123 Appendix 2, chapter 6, Mechanistic and Organic Systems of Management. 
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Knowledge, as many theorists have pointed out, is determined by language.  Discourse is 

important in the deciphering of meaning as it is one of the agents determining the reality 

we perceive (Foucault 1972).  The term ‘discourse’ like many other terms has been used in 

different ways without necessarily being defined (Ferguson 2007).  Here the term is used to 

legitimate what is ontologically out there and what is a legitimate subject of study.  This is 

close to Foucault’s view that discursive practices serve as 

“a delimitation of a field of objects, the definitions of a legitimate perspective for the agent 
of knowledge, and the fixing of norms for the elaboration of concepts and theories” 
(Bouchard & Simon, cited in Young 1981:48) 

Language constructs the way organisations are thought about, their structures, processes 

and activities and the constitution of identities in them (Westwood & Linstead 2001).  

Similarly the absenting of language from an issue can influence its being ignored and 

considered not to be a legitimate object of inquiry. 

 

6.6.1 Nominalisation 

Differences in the language and grammar used in texts can result in substantial differences 

in meaning (Fairclough & Hardy 1997).124  A comparison is made here between the use of 

abstract nouns (sometimes followed by passive verbs) in the mainstream textbooks 

compared with the more frequent use of active verbs in The Management of Innovation.  

Examples of abstract verbs are ‘structure’ instead of ‘structuring’, ‘participation’ instead of 

‘participating’, and indeed ‘organisation’ instead of ‘organising’.  Abstract nouns are not 

uncommon in analyses of organisations, and Fairclough and Hardy call their use 

'nominalisation' (Fairclough & Hardy 1997:154).  They argue that one of the consequences 

of such language is that a sense of process is absent The term 'organisation' instead of 

'organising' is liable to obscure what can be learned about who is doing the organising (and 

by implication who is not), how it is being done, and what is and what is not being 

achieved. 

It is now proposed to examine Robbins’, Daft’s and Mullins’ writings in their 

representations of Burns and Stalker’s ideas from the point of view of nominalisation and 

                                                      
124 Fairclough & Hardy’s concept of discourse as an analysis of written text has been used here.  
Widdowson’s critique of a lack of distinction between text and discourse in some of Fairclough’s 
work should not apply to this thesis (Ferguson 2007).  I have distinguished the two.  I am using 
certain texts and applying a discourse analysis to them.  
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abstraction.  Robbins, in answering the question as to why some organisations were 

mechanistic and others organic, explains that ‘objectives are derived from the 

organization’s overall strategy’.  He then continues to make connections between an 

organisation’s structure and strategy: 

“… it is only logical that strategy and structure should be closely linked.  More specifically 
structure should follow strategy.  If management makes a significant change in its 
organization’s strategy, the structure will need to be modified ...  Most current strategy 
frameworks focus on three strategy dimensions ... and the structural design that works best 
with each.” (Robbins 2003:440-441) 

In this example the subjects of these sentences are the abstract nouns ‘objectives’, 

‘strategy’, ‘structure’, ‘management’, strategy frameworks’ and ‘structural design’.  Arguably 

this does not reveal much about process – about who is doing the strategic and structural 

design, and how it might be done.  We only know that it is ‘management’ which can use 

structure to help achieve its (management’s) objectives, and that it has the prerogative to 

change the organisation’s strategy (Robbins 2003:440).  This is an example of Fairclough 

and Hardy’s ‘nominalisation’.  Because the amount written about Burns and Stalker’s ideas 

is small – about a page - it may help account for the use of abstract nouns as a way of 

condensing ideas. 

Daft, also discussing Burns and Stalker’s ideas in hardly more than one page, uses similar 

terminology.  His first sentence reads: ‘Another response to environmental uncertainty is 

the amount of formal structure and control imposed on employees.’  Here ‘response’, 

‘formal structure’ and ‘control’ are the driving ideas of the sentence, and again they are 

abstract concepts giving little sense of who would be deciding on the structure and 

imposing controls on employees, what the controls would be and any difficulties that might 

arise, not least from the employees. 

Daft, in transmitting Burns and Stalker’s ideas, describes organisations in rapid 

environmental change as ‘looser, free-flowing, and adaptive.’  These are adjectives, which 

also do not give a picture of what such an organisation might look like with its attendant 

problems.  A later sentence does give more of an idea of process.  When describing organic 

structures Daft writes that ‘People had to find their own way through the system to figure 

out what to do.’  But after that we are told that ‘Decision-making authority was 

decentralized.’  We do not have information as to who decentralized the decision-making, 

how it was done, nor what problems might have resulted.  Similarly, in the sentence ‘As 
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environmental uncertainty increases, organizations tend to become more organic, which 

means decentralizing authority and responsibility to lower levels...’ there is no mention of 

who would do this and how it might be done (Daft 2001:144). 

Mullins’ description of organic systems is less abstract and, although also not much more 

than a page in length, is more informative about how a decentralised system might work: 

‘The location of authority ... is by consensus and the lead is taken by the ‘best authority’, 

that is the person who is seen to be most informed and capable.’ After that there are 

abstractions similar to those employed by Robbins and Daft.  For example, ‘Commitment 

to the goals of the organisation is greater in the organic system ….’ And the ‘development 

of shared beliefs in the values and goals of the organisation in the organic system runs 

counter to the co-operation and monitoring of performance achieved through the chain of 

hierarchical command in the mechanistic system.’ (Mullins 2005:642) 

Mullins gives a clearer idea of some of the differences between mechanistic and organic 

systems and their advantages in particular situations.  Mechanistic structures because they 

required stability would be appropriate, for example, in an up-market hotel and in major 

fast-food chains; an organic structure would be suitable in a different kind of hotel, where 

there was unpredictable demand, many functions and many different types of customers.  

But there is still an abstraction which obscures the processes and the problems in each 

structure - for example how shared beliefs are achieved in the organic system.  What 

nominalisation has obscured in these representations is the presence of participants and 

their effects on structure. 

 

6.6.2  Analysis of process 

Although there is also nominalisation in The Management of Innovation (‘management system’ 

and ‘the organization’s goals) for example (Burns & Stalker 1961:106, 108), there is also 

analysis showing process.  Nominalisation is avoided more easily than in the textbooks 

when the consequences of employee action are analysed, for example with regard to the 

second variable mentioned by Burns and Stalker – individual commitment to political and 

status interests.  In the chapter on mechanistic and organic systems of management 

(chapter 6), after outlining some employee rights and obligations and how they are 
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conferred, Burns and Stalker note employees’ own interests which may be at variance with 

management’s: 

“But the men and women it [a firm] employs bring in with them other, private purposes of 
their own … these purposes may be achieved partly by the return they get from the 
contract … to allow themselves, their physical and mental capacities, to be used as 
resources.  But men and women do not ordinarily yield themselves wholly to use as 
resources by others ….” (1961:97) 

Here the language shows employees as active agents and highlights potential employee 

action.  The grammar contains human subjects, active verbs showing process including the 

possibility of individuals showing independence which might work against management’s 

strategies. 

In the same chapter, Burns and Stalker consider organisational processes and the actions of 

participants when they discuss how employees’ informal groupings can compromise 

managerial change initiatives: 

“… informal structures may exert a decisive influence over the efficiency of the working 
organization, and particularly over the degree of appropriateness the type of management 
system has to the external situation, whether stable or changing, which confronts the 
concern.  In pursuing these private purposes which are irrelevant to the working 
organization, individuals affiliate themselves to groups, and seek to bind others in 
association.  They acquire commitments.  These commitments may persist in the face of an 
express need for the working organization to adapt itself to new circumstances.” (Burns & 
Stalker 1961:99) 

While the first part of the quote contains the abstract noun ‘informal structures’, the next 

sentence makes it clearer who populates these structures and what happens in them.  

Overall this is a different picture showing through the use of nouns which are largely not 

abstract, and through the use of active verbs, employees as actors in these situations.  The 

passage emphasises the role and potential obstructiveness that employees’ informal 

organising can have on management’s plans.  Fairclough and Hardy (1997) point out that 

nominalisation can have ideological significance – the hiding of certain aspects of power - 

in this case the power that employees may have on the implementation of organisational 

change. 

Burns and Stalker make it clear through their language what they see as particular to the 

senior manager’s role.  It is an awesome set of responsibilities, the success of which Burns 

and Stalker regard as crucial for effective organisational change: 

“As the ultimate controller of direction, he [the head of the concern] sets the goals the 
whole concern is to achieve, and so sets the parameters of the tasks and the activities of 
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groups and persons …. he specifies … the measure of privilege and rights attached to 
lower positions.  The system and structure of management are both determined largely by 
him.  Above all, he is the ultimate authority for appointment and promotion.” (1961:211) 

They then describe some of the difficulties with this role: 

“He [a man in the top position] enters what is … an unreal world, one in which all 
responses to his actions and to himself are filtered through the knowledge that he is in 
supreme command, and in a position to control the careers and occupational lives of all the 
members of the organization.  People below him have to be … circumspect in their 
dealings with him….” (1961:212) 

Here again the actual duties, as deduced by Burns and Stalker, are spelled out more clearly 

and the chief executive is seen as an active but fallible agent. 

 

6.6.3 Comparisons between nominalisation and process in the textbooks and The 

Management of Innovation 

These excerpts from Burns and Stalker compared with those from Robbins, Daft and 

Mullins demonstrate partly through the language used and also through the content 

selected, the differences in the two sets of texts.  These constitute different constructions 

of reality.  The fact that the role of employees has not usually been part of the discourse of 

mainstream textbook accounts fits in with Foucault’s view of discourses being connected 

with existing power structures and therefore presenting only particular realities (Foucault 

1981).  It can also be understood in Derridean terms as a blind spot in common sense 

empiricism betraying its ‘naïve ontological commitments and its failure to think through 

the issues raised by a rigorous epistemological critique’ (Norris 1987:142).  Tsoukas affirms 

that this type of exclusion is still characteristic of mainstream organisation theory: 

"… humans are conceived in minimalist terms, ex-temporally and ex-spatially, as self-
interested information processors following a consequential rationality." (Tsoukas 
2003:608) 

 

6.6.4 Identities through texts: identities of actors in texts 

The ethico-political aspect of representations of The Management of Innovation is evident also 

when applying Fairclough and Hardy’s (1997) notion of texts as constructing identities.  In 

the textbooks cited, the identities of the actors are not dealt with explicitly – neither the 

managers, the employees lower down nor the chief executive.  The most we can see from 

Mullins’ book is the comment that Burns and Stalker suggested that both mechanistic and 
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organic systems represented a ‘rational’ form of organisation ‘which could be created and 

maintained explicitly and deliberately to make full use of the human resources in the most 

efficient manner’ (Mullins 2005:642). 

No subject is attributed to such creation and maintenance – one can assume that it is from 

among the managers.  The location of authority in the organic system, according to 

Mullins, was ‘by consensus and the lead is taken by the ‘best authority’, that is the person 

who is seen to be most informed and capable’ (Mullins 2005:642).  Robbins’ text gives one 

more rope in assuming that the authority envisaged in organisational action is 

management’s, but not which managers or at what level.  After arguing that strategy and 

structure should be closely linked, Robbins writes: 

“More specifically, structure should follow strategy.  If management makes a significant 
change in its organization’s strategy, the structure will need to be modified to 
accommodate and support this change.” (Robbins 2003:440) 

The lack of problematisation present in these and other textbooks regarding the 

implementing of organic structures, as the above quotations show, might be seen as part of 

a general socio-cultural practice which gives managers the prerogative and also the power 

to effect organisational change.  The last quote by Robbins makes this more explicit 

(Robbins 2003:440).  One might deduce that the sub-text in this literature constitutes a 

message of confidence and certainty around the judgments, decisions and implementation 

capabilities – presumably of managers. 

Other writers have criticised conventional conceptions of the idea that organisational 

practices are controlled by management, calling this a management myth (Puxty & Chua 

1989).  Chenhall, in a review of contingency-based management accounting research 

confirms that conventional scholarship has assumed management control systems are 

designed to assist in managers’ decision-making and in achieving their organisational goals 

(2007). 

The similarities in these results, whether the identity of managers is overtly accorded 

authority through being selected as the main and often only respondents, as in the research 

papers cited, or where one might argue it is assumed as in the textbooks cited, can be seen 

to constitute a set of formulae which assume certain ‘truths’ and ignore other potential 

influences in organisations.  Fairclough and Hardy’s (1997) argument that nominalisation 

‘can be seen as reinforcing shared taken-for-granteds and adding to the authority of the 
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writer through its aura of technicality’ is relevant here (Fairclough & Hardy 1997:154).  

This unproblematised picture regarding the implementation of structural change in 

organisations could be said to indicate a decontextualised, idealised picture of organisations 

and how they are run, using the nominalisation techniques referred to above. 

Barthes argued that the bourgeoisie has tried to pass off its cultural values, which were 

artificial constructs, as being timeless and natural (Barthes 1972).  Derrida similarly attacked 

reason or rationality in its current form as a specific historical set of circumstances which 

could not be appealed to according to some ultimate criteria (Norris 1987).  He argued 

against philosophy for its discoveries being regarded as timeless a priori truths rather than 

being ‘thrown up by chance encounters with ideas and events’.  He was also against ‘all 

those tidy terminological distinctions’ (Norris 1987:198,189).  The play of multiple 

meanings had been sacrificed in the interests of univocity.  Metaphors had been erased and 

idealized as 

“a means of dis-incarnating the word, de-contextualizing it with the dream of removing it 
from context altogether, to the abstract ether of the ideal, which secures its one, proper 
meaning.” (Smith 2005:55) (emphasis original) 

 

6.6.5 Identities through texts: identities of readers in texts 

Texts can also shape the identities of readers.  Burns and Stalker’s text is ‘open’ in the sense 

that it draws the reader into their ‘discoveries’; it theorises problems and shows their 

application in situations in the companies they studied without offering clear solutions.  

They present certain dilemmas and to a large extent leave them undecided.  This allows the 

reader to reflect on the issues and come up with her own ideas.  So one could say that the 

reader is invited to participate in the discussion and retain a measure of independence in 

analysing and evaluating these situations. 

One example of this in The Management of Innovation can be seen from a description of a 

meeting between the chairman of a company and a foreman.  Burns and Stalker, after 

analysing the different intentions and use and style of language in the conversation, rather 

than coming up with a generalised solution pose various problems: 

“His [the chairman’s] employment of the word ‘we’ at a critical point in the discussion was 
of the first importance. 

“We need not decide whether he was right to do so or not…. 
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“In the circumstances prevailing in firms such as those which were the subjects of these 
studies, such simplicity [formalism with narrow limits set by management] is usually 
deceptive; or rather, it exacerbates organizational and personal problems by refusing to 
acknowledge their reality.  No firm has found a style of conduct ideally adapted to the 
requirements of its situation.” (Burns & Stalker 1961:257). 

Textbook writers, on the other hand, have adopted a different discourse - telling it how it 

is, without leaving the reader room for questioning or reflection.  Daft, for example, after 

giving the outline of Burns and Stalker’s definitions of mechanistic and organic structures 

writes: 

“As environmental uncertainly increases, organizations tend to become more organic, 
which means decentralizing authority and responsibility to lower levels, encouraging 
employees to take care of problems by working directly with one another, encouraging 
teamwork, and taking an informal approach to assigning tasks and responsibility.  Thus, the 
organization is more fluid and is able to adapt continually to changes in the external 
environment.” (Daft 2001:144-145) 

Mullins, having distinguished between mechanistic and organic systems as defined by 

Burns and Stalker, asserts that: 

‘The development of shared beliefs in the values and goals of the organisation in the 
organic system runs counter to the co-operation and monitoring of performance achieved 
through the chain of hierarchical command in the mechanistic system’ (Mullins 2005:642). 

In both cases these authors have chosen decentralisation, participation, informality, 

flexibility and shared values, which were for Burns and Stalker fundamental characteristics 

of organic organisation.  These quotes are tautologous or self referential – stating the 

characteristics of an ideal organic structure as actual.  It also makes it more difficult for the 

reader to participate actively in challenging these ideas, as the organisational processes are 

hidden.  The emphasis is on structure, and a structure that is successful, but, as mentioned 

above,125 with no hint of who will be doing the structuring and what problems may arise in 

the process.  An alternative reading might provide a different focus – on the problems and 

pitfalls in achieving successful organic structures.  Such an interpretation might make it 

easier for the reader to think more independently about the problems and be in a stronger 

position to question the authors’ own analyses and judgements. 

More than telling us how it is, textbook writers also tell us how they see Burns and Stalker 

telling it.  Their retelling is supported by Foucault's idea that any discourse is not simply a 

coherent set of statements but rather ‘a complex set of practices’ which support some 

statements but exclude others (Mills 2003:54).  One of these practices is, according to 
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Foucault, commentary on another’s statements.  As with other practices, commentary is 

concerned with classifying and ordering discourse and distinguishing between what is 

authorised and what is not, an activity supported by many practices and institutions such as 

universities (Foucault 1981).  What does not appear to be authorised in the mainstream 

interpretations includes the problems arising from the actions of employees and chief 

executives.  This must demonstrate that discourses with foci, epistemological approaches 

and problems different from but complementary to the structural emphases in mainstream 

representations can also be derived from Burns and Stalker’s text. 

 

6.7 Conclusion 

The use of various types of textual analysis in this chapter has shown that Burns and 

Stalker’s book has produced different and competing discourses from its textbook 

representations, bolstering the dialectical opposition between them.  Mainstream textbook 

representations have focussed on structure as the means to achieve successful 

organisational change.  Complementary discourses based on Burns and Stalker’s book 

could just as well have included employee action in terms of their political and career 

interests, and how these might have affected their commitment.  The talents required and 

the problems inherent in the chief executive’s role might also have been emphasised as 

crucial in achieving successful change. 

One way of looking at texts is as a ‘mode of practice’, ‘socially shaped but also socially 

shaping (Fairclough & Hardy 1997:145).  In this case the excerpts can be said to be shaping 

our understanding of structural adaptation of organisation systems in conditions of 

external uncertainty.  From The Management of Innovation itself, the overlap between 

mechanistic and organic characteristics brings out the complexity of the original polarised 

structures and opens up possibilities for questions and analyses of structural change in 

organisations.  Readers are made aware of possible difficulties because of employee 

attitudes, the pull of bureaucratic structures, political interests and informal organisational 

processes.  The complexity of organisation structures highlighted by Burns and Stalker and 

by other contemporary scholars confirms Derrida's suspicions of the ontological validity of 

binary opposites, throwing further into relief differences with the mainstream 

representations cited. 

                                                                                                                                                           
125 See above, chapter 6, section 6.6.1. 
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In the following chapter the first dialectical circle is completed with a comparison between 

the original text and its representations in terms of their paradigm commensurability.126  It 

is proposed to deepen the comparisons made through looking at paradigm characteristics 

of both sets of texts.  Burrell and Morgan’s (1979) construction of paradigm boundaries is 

used as the basis for this comparison, the underlying issue being the extent to which the 

two types of text lie within the same or in different paradigms, and to what extent the 

‘knowledges’ produced in both cases are commensurable.  The main comparison is with 

textbooks but research articles are also mentioned and Simons (1987) paper is analysed as 

an example of mainstream research methodology based on Burns and Stalker’s work. 

                                                      
126 See chapter 3, section 3.6.1. 
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Chapter 7 

 

Paradigm commensurabilities between The Management of Innovation and 

mainstream representations in the organisation/management literature 

 

7.1 Summary 

The previous chapter consisted largely of a detailed focus on the texts – Burns and 

Stalker’s and its three textbook representations.  It was established that different discourses 

could be drawn from them, constituting different types of knowledge.  This chapter is the 

last in this dialectical circle posing the same question (the similarities and differences 

between these two types of texts).127  Ontological and epistemological differences have 

been mentioned.128  A more pointed and in-depth analysis of these differences is 

undertaken in this chapter through the concept of paradigms.  Burrell and Morgan’s (1979) 

construction of sociological paradigm boundaries is used to examine more fully the 

paradigm locations of Burns and Stalker’s original text as compared with its mainstream 

representations.  The same textbooks are used and an additional comparison of the 

methodologies used in The Management of Innovation is made with Simons (1987) research 

paper as an example of mainstream contingency research. 

 

7.2 Introduction 

It was argued in earlier chapters that mainstream representations constitute one type of 

discourse, but that different discourses can be derived from the original text.129  The 

previous chapter included a close reading of Burns and Stalker’s work, and a comparison 

with the three textbooks using various methods of textual analysis.  The knowledge 

produced in the textbooks fell within an objectivist and functionalist approach.  Yet as the 

evidence from the more detailed analysis of Burns and Stalker’s text showed, a not 

inconsiderable part of the book was devoted to showing how difficult it was to effect 

change from a hierarchical to a flexible, decentralised model, and how change strategies 

                                                      
127 See chapter 3, section 3.6.1. 
128 Chapter 2, section 2.4, chapter 5, sections 5.6, 5.7. 
129 See eg chapter 6, passim. 
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without the commitment of employees or an able chief executive could result in 

dysfunction and failure.130  In this chapter, a comparison between the different discourses is 

made from a different perspective in this dialectical circle - their locations in sociological 

paradigms as constructed by Burrell and Morgan (1979), through their ontological and 

epistemological similarities and differences.  Simons’ (1987) research article is included for 

methodological as well as ontological and epistemological comparisons. 

The problem of accessing the various texts remains – how can one interpretation be 

justified over another, given the caveats mentioned earlier, and the problems of gaining 

access to a text outside an interpretation of it.  Of course this cannot be done, and it is 

acknowledged that there could well be more than one valid interpretation.  However, 

following Derrida (1997, 2002a) and Eco (1992a,b)), one could mount an argument for a 

particular interpretation (which both would assert in any case could never be definitive) 

provided one did the analytical footwork to carry out a detailed investigation of the texts in 

question.131  It is proposed in this chapter to conduct an analysis of the ontological and 

epistemological underpinnings of the original text and some of its representations, perforce 

through yet another interpretation. 

The most pertinent set of criteria arguably, is that concerning epistemology.  Whether there 

are any common standards for what counts as knowledge is examined, and, if there are 

different types of knowledge, whether there are any universal criteria for determining these 

differences.  If it can be shown that the type of knowledge in the original text and its 

representations, as interpreted by this author, are the same in terms of their paradigm 

boundaries, there could be closure regarding any problematisation of these representations.  

If, however, it can be reasonably argued that the types of knowledge in each set of texts are 

substantially different, this would open up the original, wider question as to whether these 

different discourses are or are not commensurable, and ultimately what this means for the 

question of what counts as knowledge in the academy. 

                                                      
130 See chapter 6, passim. 
131 See chapter 4, sections 4.8.3, 4.8.4. 



 

111 
 

7.3 Paradigms 

One way in which knowledge has been analysed is through considering the ontological 

reality assumed in different types of knowledge.  This question has been addressed in the 

natural and social sciences through examinations of the concept of paradigms: the 

knowledge in different paradigms; criteria for determining the boundaries of knowledge 

between different paradigms and what is commensurable between them.  Kuhn, one of 

the earliest writers on paradigms, argued that for a time, scientific knowledge consisted of 

universally recognised achievements providing model problems and solutions, with the 

same range of phenomena described and interpreted in the same way; and the same rules, 

standards and methods for scientific practice (Kuhn 1970). 

According to Kuhn, there had to be fundamental agreement about the entities in the 

universe (its ontology), how they interacted with each other, and also about those entities 

the universe did not contain.  A situation when certain problems could not be solved by an 

existing paradigm through ‘repeated failure to make an anomaly conform’ was the most 

prevalent cause for the emergence of a new paradigm (Kuhn 1970:9).  The survival of new 

paradigms, unlike in the social sciences, would depend on their success over competing 

paradigms in their explanations of phenomena and solutions of problems.  This would 

involve a shift in the nature of the problems and a change in the standards for what 

counted as admissible problems, legitimate solutions and rules or methodologies 

governing practice (Kuhn 1970).   

Different paradigms would paint different pictures about the population of the universe 

and its behaviour.  New paradigms, or what Kuhn called ‘the incommensurability of the 

pre- and post-revolutionary normal-scientific tradition’ would often disagree about which 

problems needed to be resolved, and might have different definitions of what was science 

(Kuhn 1970:148).  Scientists would now be responding to and working in a different world.  

Old terms, concepts and experiments could still be used, but they would now fall into 

different relationships with each other.  Different meanings attributed to these terms could 

lead to partial communication and to the inability to evaluate different theories on 

comparable terms (Kuhn 1970:103).  One of his definitions of paradigms included 

“problems available for scientific scrutiny and in the standards by which the profession 
determined what should count as an admissible problem or as a legitimate problem 
solution.” (Kuhn 1970:6) 
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According to Kuhn a substantial difference from the social sciences, was that natural 

scientific paradigms were dependent for their survival on their ability to provide solutions 

to problems (Kuhn 1970).  No such proviso appears to exist for paradigms in the social 

sciences.  The evidence in relation to Burns and Stalker’s book and its representations has 

shown that competing paradigms can exist contemporaneously and may account, as argued 

later, for some of the anomalies regarding representations of Burns and Stalker’s book, 

particularly in research articles. 

The development of alternative epistemologies and methodologies in the social sciences 

may nevertheless occur because of perceived inadequacies in the functionalist 

constructions of organisational structures, processes and individual agency.  Tinker et al 

(1982) described positivism and empiricism as an inadequate epistemological basis for the 

social sciences.  In a later paper Neimark and Tinker again emphasised the epistemological 

failings of positivist approaches in which mainstream management accounting theory was 

grounded: 

“… although it [this positivist epistemology] aspires to the discovery of an invariant and 
immutable truth, offers criteria for theory assessment that are readily and regularly 
undermined in practice because they fail to recognise both the social mutability of the 
reality they seek to discover and the part the social scientist plays in the social construction 
of that reality.” (Neimark & Tinker 1986:376) 

Chua (1986), while acknowledging strengths in mainstream, objectivist approaches in 

relation particularly to accounting research, pointed out many limitations in its beliefs 

about physical and social reality, and about knowledge. 

But such criticisms have not displaced the original and still dominant paradigm.  Widely 

different paradigms in the social sciences exist, often with very little communication 

between scholars espousing them.  The absence of communication even among scholars 

in the same discipline and writing in the same journal has been raised.132  MacIntyre 

recognised the existence of generalizations and counter examples co-existing in the social 

sciences, which he described as a 'tolerant' attitude (MacIntyre 2007:30).  The differences 

in representation presented in this chapter may be a result of the co-existence of these 

diverse paradigms. 

 

                                                      
132 Chapter 5, section 5.9. 
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7.4 Paradigm similarities and differences between The Management of 

Innovation and textbook representations 

The first question that arises is whether there are any ‘objective’ or commonly accepted 

standards and criteria in these different texts.  One of Kuhn’s133 criteria for comparable 

standards to evaluate whether various approaches are in the same or different paradigms, 

is concerned with definitions of problems and solutions.  If one can accept these criteria 

stipulated by Kuhn for the social sciences, one can then examine whether the extent to 

which problems and solutions as defined by the original authors of The Management of 

Innovation and their mainstream interpreters are similar or different.  The texts can then be 

explored in terms of the paradigms they encompass, and ultimately whether they lie within 

the same paradigmatic boundaries. 

 

7.4.1 Ontological issues (form and nature of reality, and therefore what can be 

known about it)134 

The original problem posed by Burns and Stalker is the same as that presented in 

mainstream textbooks: organisations facing a situation of rapid technological and market 

change cannot be successful if they have a hierarchical, mechanistic structure.  In order to 

succeed in this type of environment they need to be changed to a more flexible, organic 

structure.135  In mainstream scholarship the ontology presented is focussed on structure, as 

that is what is considered to be ‘real’ and what moves organisations.136  The exclusion of 

other actors has implications for the question of paradigm locations. 

                                                      
133 Kuhn’s work has been criticised on many counts by philosophers of science.  Some of the 
arguments have revolved around the autonomy or interrelatedness and further development of 
scientific research programmes, and questions of falsification (Fawundu 1991).  It seems that 
criticisms in terms of the interrelatedness or not of scientific scholarship are not problematic for 
this thesis.  It has been argued in chapter 5, section 5.9 that the mainstream scholarship around 
Burns and Stalker’s book and organisations more generally is autonomous in the sense of being 
impervious to different approaches.  A wider criticism perhaps is that Kuhn used several definitions 
of ‘paradigm’ (see eg Burrell 1996).  Kuhn has responded to this in the 1970 edition of his book, 
defining his use of the concept in two different ways: the beliefs and values shared by a scientific 
community and secondly the more specific shared problems and solutions (Kuhn 1970).  Here both 
these meanings are referred to; the second is used to define paradigms and relate them to the 
different texts under discussion. 
134 Guba and Lincoln (1998:201) 
135 See eg Daft (2001), Robbins (2003) and Mullins (2005). 
136 Chapter 5, section 5.8. 
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Conversely an alternative analysis including other problems raised by Burns and Stalker 

and their focus on organisational processes could arrive at an ontology where structures 

are one ‘given’ but are also influenced by and interdependent with human interests and 

agency.  This may be through employee persistence of deeply ingrained patterns of 

authority and subordination prevalent in hierarchical structures.  These and other 

responses and obstructions, inimical to the development of different organisation 

structures, had been seen by them to result from human actions rather than from the 

structural change itself.137 

These different interpretations are likely to give rise to different ontologies, as is evident if 

one compares Daft’s, Robbin’s and Mullins’ positions with Burns and Stalker's.138  Kuhn’s 

‘fundamental entities’ (Kuhn 1970:41) would in the one case be organisation structures; in 

the other, human factors alongside structural issues.  The difference in these ontologies 

constitutes a dialectical opposition, largely to do with absence – such as exclusion in 

mainstream textbooks and research publications, of human political and career interests, 

the susceptibility of formal structures to informal groups and the responsibilities and 

capacities of chief executives – Burns and Stalker’s second and third independent 

variables. 

Norris pointed out that while defending values of truth, reason and critique, Derrida 

 “defends those values while also calling attention to blind spots of prejudice – the 
symptomatic moments of exclusionary violence that have often emerged within the 
discourse of enlightened modernity.” (Norris 2002:xxiv) 

Exclusionary interpretations of the original text are central to the issues raised about 

representation in this thesis.  Derrida’s concepts of supplementarity and binary 

oppositions, which he used to contest and overturn overt meanings in texts, highlight the 

differences in the discourses prevalent in organisation, management and management 

accounting texts about The Management of Innovation.139 

                                                      
137 Chapter 5, section 5.7. 
138 These ontological differences also apply to many journal articles. 
139 Supplementarity and binary oppositions in Derrida’s schema both deal with the problem of 
boundaries.  He used the concept of supplement to show something added on to something 
further to enrich it, but at the same time it was something that made up for some lack.  This was a 
contradiction as it implied the original ‘something’ was in the one instance whole and in the other, 
lacking.  This led Derrida to argue that the supplement was neither ‘inside’ nor ‘outside’ and 
perhaps both inside and outside at the same time.  One example Derrida gives was of the status of 
the parergon in art.  According to Kant, a parergon is an extrinsic supplement to a statue or a 
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As mentioned,140  Derrida’s description of binary oppositions as a ‘violent hierarchy’ and 

his urging of their replacement with a new concept which is without dual oppositions 

(2002), or in critical realist terms, a more holistic approach without absences (Bhaskar 

2008), serves to support the sections in Burns and Stalker’s book where they question the 

power and workings of the formal structure.  Burns and Stalker might be regarded as 

supporting a dialectical synthesis in their querying the idea that formal organisation alone 

can achieve organisational goals without mobilising human as well as technical resources.  

Their reference to Selznick supports their view that the agency of individuals is significant 

and closely linked with other organisational processes: 

“They interact as wholes, bringing to bear their own special problems and purposes …. It 
follows that there will develop an informal structure within the organization ...” (Selznick 
cited in Burns & Stalker 1961:99) 

In Derrida’s terms the concept of formal organisation is thereby overturned in Burns and 

Stalker’s book, and the boundaries between formal and informal organisations breached.  

But as has been seen,141 this is not the case in most mainstream representations, which 

focus on the ontological reality and importance almost exclusively of formal structures. 

 

7.4.2 Epistemological issues (the nature of the relationship between the knower and 

what can be known)142 

If the claim that organisation structure is the only or overriding ontological reality is 

contested, then so must its corresponding epistemology, where structure is studied to the 

exclusion of other ‘entities’.  An argument can be made for an alternative epistemology 

                                                                                                                                                           

painting – clothes of a statue, for example.  However Derrida argued against this idea.  He took 
Cranach’s painting Lucretia as an example. The painting shows Lucretia naked but partly covered 
with a light veil, wearing a necklace and holding a dagger.   Derrida asked where the parergon was - 
was it the veil, the dagger or rather the part of it not touching her body; or was it the necklace? 
Derrida then disputed the implication that these were parergons as this would imply a lack in the 
painting.  As well as asking where did the parergons begin and end, he queried what lack there was 
in the body to make the garment and the other objects necessary to supplement it (Derrida 1987).  
Derrida’s ‘law of the supplement’ means that no one idea or object is definitively separable from 
another.  The context would determine this.  Derrida’s concept of binary oppositions similarly 
rejects an ‘ideal purity’ where there are clear distinctions or ‘oppositional logic’ such as 
serious/non-serious; and intentional/non-intentional.  Derrida suggests instead ‘a supplementary 
complication that calls for other concepts, for other thoughts beyond the concept’ (Derrida 
1988:117).   
140 See previous chapter 6, section 6.5.4. 
141 Eg chapter 6, section 6.5.2. 
142 Guba and Lincoln (1998:201). 
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focussed on human agency and process (not necessarily excluding structure), to be essential 

for an understanding of factors affecting the successful achievement of organisational 

change, and easily applicable to Burns and Stalker's ideas. 

If we return to one of Kuhn’s (1970:viii) definitions of a paradigm – ‘model problems and 

solutions to a community of practitioners’ one can demonstrate that the problems are 

conceived variously in the two sets of texts, and that the solutions too are different and 

arrived at differently.  In mainstream research applications of Burns and Stalker’s work, the 

problem was seen to be an assessment of the environmental contingencies facing the 

organisation, with the relevant data acquired from senior managers who would presumably 

be seen to have an overarching view both of their own organisations’ systems and 

structures and of the environments in which they were situated. 

In an alternative, more interpretive epistemology, the problem would be to study the 

vulnerabilities of organisation structures to human agency.  This would require a study of 

people and processes in organisations in order to understand some of these difficulties.  

What would then become epistemologically necessary would be to understand the actual 

processes taking place in organisations, for example whether employees were encouraged 

to support structural change or to subvert it.  The organisation systems in place, such as 

communication and decision-making processes might also affect the success or otherwise 

of structural change.143 Valid and relevant knowledge in this epistemology, then, would 

come from an examination of people’s understandings of what was happening in the 

organisation, their constructions of their own situations in relation to any proposed 

changes, their intentions and their actions (Burrell & Morgan 1979:28-31). 

Solutions follow the same pattern.  The evidence throughout this thesis has shown that 

mainstream solutions have been to do with structural change.144  Burns and Stalker, in 

addition to advocating organic structures, looked for solutions in the problems executives 

and managers faced trying to achieve such change, and how these were overcome.  Burns 

and Stalker’s ideas can be seen to provide a new way of looking at the world.  Previous 

theories (even when ostensibly concerned with employees, as were social 

psychological/motivation theories) were usually based on the premise that employees were 

essentially passive, that their behaviour could be determined by external stimuli and that 

                                                      
143 Organisation systems were found to be significant in whether change was successful in Chenhall 
& Euske’s (2007).  This research is discussed in chapter 9. 
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the initiative lay largely with managers to set up appropriate systems and procedures or to 

use suitable motivation techniques to achieve their goals (Hopper & Powell 1985).  Burns 

and Stalker have been described, as mentioned,145 in terms of their research on internal 

organisational processes, as being possibly the first scholars to understand the importance 

of the beliefs and interests of a working community (Kilduff & Dougherty 2000). 

Burns and Stalker's attention to the influence of employee agency on the success or failure 

of managers' intentions and strategies constitutes a different way of understanding 

organisational events and processes, with different relationships between managers and 

employees, and between employees and organisational structures.  In The Management of 

Innovation the matching of appropriate structure to environmental and technological 

conditions is there, and, some could argue, is central to the purpose of the book.  But the 

other issues raised can be interpreted as putting in question the workings of the formal 

system and the way management intended it to work.  Much of the book in terms of the 

amount written, the independent variables chosen and the line of argument throughout is 

concerned with organisational processes and the effects of human agency on intended 

structures.  These are different ontological and epistemological positions explored below in 

terms of Burrell and Morgan’s (1979) construction of sociological paradigms and their 

boundaries, in order to provide a deeper understanding of the types of knowledge and 

discourses present in these different texts. 

 

7.4.3 Methodological considerations (how researchers can go about finding 

whatever they believe can be known)146 

Comparisons can be made between Burns and Stalker’s research techniques and research 

applications of their theory by management accountants.147  Many management accountant 

researchers, having adopted similar ideas to mainstream textbook representations as the 

‘essential’ Burns and Stalker, used methodologies focussed on objective structural features 

of organisations in relation to their control systems. 

                                                                                                                                                           
144 See eg chapter 6, section 6.5.2. 
145 Chapter 5, section 5.11. 
146 Guba & Lincoln (1998:201). 
147 Management accounting research has used Burns and Stalker’s contingency theory extensively 
for the second half of the twentieth and into this century.  See chapter 5. 
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As in the journal articles cited earlier, ideas such as the influence of environment and 

technology on control and decision-making processes were adapted to questions 

concerning the design of information and control systems, budgeting and strategic 

planning (Covaleski, Dirsmith & Samuel 1996).  These were often researched through 

questionnaires and then subjected to complex statistical analyses justified at some length by 

the author.  The aim was to establish enduring relationships between such variables.  

Hopper and Powell argued that an underlying assumption behind this type of management 

accounting research was that optimal accounting systems could be created for any situation 

(Hopper & Powell 1985). 

Simon’s (1987) article is one example of this approach.  His paper is analysed in more 

depth here for purposes of comparison with Burns and Stalker’s research focus and 

methodology.148 Simons, having set out to test Burns and Stalker’s model of mechanistic 

between control systems and types of strategy in different firms.  The control systems, 

Simons is careful to point out, were 

“formalized procedures and systems that use information to maintain or alter patterns in organizational 
activity.” (Simons 1987:359) (emphasis original) 

Simons hypothesised that there would be correlations between type of control system and 

type of strategy.  ‘Defender’ strategies would pursue formal accounting procedures, while 

firms adopting ‘prospector’149 strategies would have more flexible systems allowing for 

individual creativity (Simons 1987:360).  This hypothesis was in line with a contingency 

approach and was designed to test Burns and Stalker’s (1961) theory that 

“unstructured, organic organizations were best suited to a strategy of innovation” (Simons 
1987:357) 

Thus far, Simons’ approach is similar to that of the textbook writers: what was considered 

to be ontologically real and epistemologically valid were formalised structures and systems - 

in this case accounting control systems and their relationships with organisation strategies 

in different contingent situations.  Organisational processes including the influence of 

human agency were ignored. 

                                                      
148 Simons’ research paper will be analysed in more detail in chapter 9 in discussions on 
scientifically based research in the management accounting field. 
149 These are Miles and Snow’s categories for organisations facing relatively stable product/market 
development as against those constantly seeking new market opportunities (Simons 1987).  This is 
similar to Burns and Stalker’s framework and Miles and Snow’s ideas have also been used 
extensively in management accounting research. 
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Simons’ research was painstaking in choosing his sample selection of external experts and 

company executives.  The design of his questionnaire was carefully tested with senior 

managers in randomly selected firms.  He used overlapping data from respondents within 

the industry generally and from senior managers in the randomly selected firms, to arrive at 

a double confirmation of the categorisation of the companies’ strategies into prospector 

and defender firms.  The questionnaire, which consisted of ten Likert-type scale questions 

for control system factors, was sent out to senior managers and its results subjected to a 

detailed statistical analysis. 

Simons’ intention was to find out about control systems through interviewing and 

surveying senior managers in order to come to an evaluation of whether Burns and 

Stalker’s ideas held in the companies he researched.  The assumption behind his using only 

senior managers for his data might have been that such managers had full knowledge of 

what was happening in their organisations and that the employees at levels lower down 

would implement the managerial control systems as intended.   

Burrell and Morgan’s (1979) ‘human nature’ dimension would fit in with this objectivist 

stance as being determinist rather than voluntarist.150  Organisation systems were regarded 

as ontologically and epistemologically important by Simons in testing Burns and Stalker’s 

theory, while the latter’s other concerns - those regarding human perceptions and actions - 

were not investigated.  Simon’s research fits in with Burrell and Morgan’s (1979) 

description, of the extreme objectivist position in the functionalist paradigm as 

“a swing towards a highly objectified and static view of social reality - towards a 
positivism of an extreme, narrowly empirical and, indeed, atheoretical form …. [which] 
carried with it a relatively determinist view with regard to human nature.” (Burrell & 
Morgan 1979:54-57) 

One can, as has been argued extensively,151 focus on systems and structures in Burns and 

Stalker’s analysis, as was done by the textbook writers referred to and as Simons has done.  

But if one takes a broader view of the complexities of organisation structures because of 

human ‘interference’, one might speculate as to whether Simons, using different research 

methods and an extended research base, might not have come up with different findings.  

                                                      
150 According to them ‘determinist’ was used to describe humans being products of their 
environments and conditioned by the circumstances in which they were placed.  ‘Voluntarist’ 
described people exercising free will and creating rather than being created by their environments 
(Burrell & Morgan 1979:2). 
151 Eg chapters 4, 5, 6 passim. 
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Simons did acknowledge in a footnote that one could not impute causality from his 

findings, as his research was not aimed at investigating differences between reported and 

actual control system structures.  Rather, it was aimed at looking at control system 

attributes on the assumption that ‘when certain organizational attributes are beneficial to 

the … success of a set of firms, the use of these attributes by firms in the set will be more 

prevalent’ (Simons 1987:358 fn2). 

A broader interpretation of The Management of Innovation would be supported by Burns’ 

comments in the 1966 edition’s preface, which claimed that the book was about actions 

and happenings according to people’s personalities and commitments on the one hand, and 

about organisations as political systems or status hierarchies on the other, with 

relationships between people and events explicable in terms of organisational, political and 

career significance (Burns 1966).  It is here that Burns made his strong plea that in order to 

understand changes, developments and historical processes, the social (and organisational) 

world should be seen as a dynamic process, rather than as ‘an anatomy frozen into 

‘structured immobility’’ (Burns 1966:xxx).  Their research, in that it adopted ideographic 

methods,152 supported this view, which constitutes a very different methodology from 

Simons’, which was essentially nomothetic.153 

 

7.5 Burrell and Morgan’s (1979) Sociological Paradigms 

Burrell and Morgan (1979 wrote on paradigms in the social sciences generally, and also 

specifically with regard to organisation studies.  Their categories for determining where 

theories lay in their paradigmatic schema were the familiar ones of ontology, epistemology 

and methodology with another criterion, 'human nature' - assumptions about individuals 

either being products of and determined by their environment, or having free will and 

creating their environment (Burrell & Morgan 1979:2).  Their work is used initially as a way 

of comparing The Management of Innovation with textbook writers’ interpretations.  

Management accounting research using Burns and Stalker’s ideas is a second point of 

comparison.  This analysis, seeks to establish paradigm boundaries for the original text 

compared with its representations as a further turn of the dialectical circle, in order to 

arrive at a further understanding of their similarities and differences.  It also queries aspects 

                                                      
152 Knowledge is obtained of the subjects first hand (Burrell & Morgan 1979). 
153 This involves scientific testing and quantitative analyses of data (Burrell & Morgan 1979). 
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of Burrell and Morgan's position and revisits the construction of their paradigm 

boundaries. 

Like Kuhn, Burrell and Morgan defined paradigms as “founded upon mutually exclusive 

views of the social world” (Burrell & Morgan 1979:viii).  They constructed four paradigms, 

which they defined in their introduction as follows: 

"Each stands in its own right and generates its own distinctive analyses of life.  With regard 
to the study of organisations, for example, each paradigm generates theories and 
perspectives which are in fundamental opposition to those generated in other paradigms." 
(Burrell & Morgan 1979:viii)154 

But, unlike Kuhn’s description of natural scientific theories, different sociological 

paradigms have been adopted by scholars as new knowledge and approaches have 

developed without the earlier ones being invalidated. (Burrell & Morgan 1979).  This made 

Burrell and Morgan’s initial objective in constructing their paradigm boundaries more 

difficult.  It was no easy task to categorise the numerous, often complex, theories both on a 

general sociological level, and in organisation studies.  Very often theories did not have 

clear and discrete ontological, epistemological and methodological boundaries, as will be 

shown in relation to The Management of Innovation.  Also, as Burrell and Morgan pointed out, 

a theorist could be unclear about his own positions and ‘oscillate precariously from one 

position to another according to his purpose’ as in the case of Silverman, an ‘action frame 

of reference’ theorist (Burrell & Morgan 1979:199, 195). 

Willmott pointed to another difference between Kuhn and Burrell and Morgan, which is 

relevant to the latter’s interpretation and location in their paradigm construction of Burns 

and Stalker’s and others’ contingency theories.  According to him, Kuhn was interested in 

theory development and therefore emphasised theory continuity and overlap between the 

old and new paradigms replacing them, as opposed to Burrell and Morgan’s ‘rival ways of 

seeing’ (Willmott 1993:686). 

Burrell and Morgan’s paradigm constructs referred to for the purposes of this analysis are 

principally the functionalist and the interpretive.  Functional organisation theory in their 

analysis covered a wide range of ontologies, epistemologies and methodologies, which on 

                                                      
154 There are many interpretations of Burrell & Morgan’s book, and it has been claimed that they 
did not mean to argue for incommensurability among the paradigms.  Morgan (1990:28) in fact 
invited scholars to engage in engage in ‘dialectical modes of research which attempt to counterpose 
the insights generated from competing perspectives’.  Likewise Burrell (1996) argued that the aim 
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the surface did not all subscribe to a particular perspective on social life, nor were they 

always in opposition to ideas in their other paradigms.155 This is relevant to and complicates 

the question of where the paradigm boundaries of The Management of Innovation might be 

seen to lie. 

According to Burrell and Morgan, the differences within what they categorised as the 

functionalist paradigm were superficial, as they saw a strong common base to the theories 

grouped under the functionalist umbrella.  Within functionalism there were four theoretical 

perspectives.  Most prevalent, on the most extreme boundary and relevant to this 

discussion was, according to Burrell and Morgan, social system theory with the most 

‘objectivist’ and determinist approach.  Here the organisation was treated as if it was in: 

"the world of natural phenomena, characterised by a hard concrete reality which can be 
systematically investigated in a way which reveals its underlying regularities ….it is a world 
of cause and effect; the task of the management theorist is the identification of the 
fundamental laws which characterise its day to day operation ... the individual is assigned 
an essentially passive ... role .... [and where] objective factors in the work situation have a 
major influence upon behaviour" (Burrell & Morgan 1979:127-129). 

This perspective, ‘abstract empiricism’, was described by Burrell and Morgan as an 

approach where the social structure became increasingly concretised from being an idea 

and manifesting itself in ‘a host of empirical snapshots of reified social structures’ (Burrell 

& Morgan 1979:53-54). 

 

7.6 Burrell and Morgan’s categorisation of Burns and Stalker’s work 

Burrell and Morgan claimed that many of the interpretations of contingency theories lay 

within this theoretical perspective.  They criticised such interpretations from a viewpoint 

that would sit comfortably with the alternative views mentioned in relation to 

representations of Burns and Stalker’s work.  They found it ‘questionable’ that the 

ontological and epistemological foundations of contingency theories which were essentially 

processual should be ignored at the expense of structure (Burrell & Morgan 1979:180).  

Research based on such interpretations fitted in their continuum of the different types of 

functionalism. 

                                                                                                                                                           

of the book was to show that a plurality of legitimate and competing perspectives would be normal 
especially for the social sciences.   
155 One definition of functionalism is given in footnote 22. 
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“Much of the research which has been conducted under the guiding notion of the 
contingency approach has been of this nature [the equation of organisations with their 
structural characteristics] and as such stands as an abstracted form of empiricism.” (Burrell 
& Morgan 1979:180) 

This seems an apposite description of the focus by mainstream writers on Burns and 

Stalker’s ‘mechanistic’ and ‘organic’ model.  Burrell and Morgan themselves, as seen 

above,156 were critical of this approach.  They recognised the importance of a ‘human 

subsystem’.  Although management subsystems superseded human subsystems in most 

representations of contingency theory, contingency theorists themselves regarded intended 

changes to organisational systems as far from being assured in uncertain and turbulent 

environments (Burrell & Morgan 1979:174). 

But notwithstanding their own arguments, Burrell and Morgan themselves placed Burns 

and Stalker’s and other contingency theorists' work firmly within the functionalist 

paradigm.  Various contingency theories including Burns and Stalker’s occupy a prominent 

18 pages in the chapter titled ‘Functionalist Organisation Theory’.  The question then arises 

as to how contingency theories could fit within the functionalist paradigm, given Burrell 

and Morgan's own criticisms of objectivist interpretations of contingency theories. 

According to Burrell and Morgan, Burns and Stalker’s and other contingency theories were 

unequivocally located within the functionalist paradigm, which they categorised as being 

about the study of formal organisations, adopting theories and models of organisational 

functioning and focussing on empirical studies all highly oriented to managerial concerns 

(Burrell & Morgan 1979).  One can of course point out that The Management of Innovation 

does have functionalist elements: managerial concerns were a major area of interest in 

Burns and Stalker’s book, and, as argued below, Burns and Stalker’s text can be related to 

that part of functionalism claimed by Burrell and Morgan to encompass sociological 

approaches based on Weber's work, in which the subjective meanings and actions of 

human actors are also important.  The categorisation of this as functionalist may however 

be questionable, as discussed later. 

One possible explanation for this categorisation concerns Burrell and Morgan’s own 

interpretation of Burns and Stalker’s book.  One reason for their strictures on abstract 

empiricist versions of structural functionalism had been that such interpretations of 

contingency theories resulted in a substantial narrowing to largely structural, static models 

                                                      
156 Chapter 7, section 7.4.3. 
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of organisations.  Yet Burrell and Morgan’s own interpretation of The Management of 

Innovation seems not far removed from these versions.  They stated, for example, that: 

“Burns and Stalker (1961) had demonstrated that successful firms adopted an approach … 
which was consistent with demands placed upon them by their environment, particularly 
with regard to the degree of market and technological change.” (Burrell & Morgan 
1979:166) 

And again, 

“The distinction offered by Burns and Stalker (1961) between mechanistic (bureaucratic) 
and organic organisations has become well established….” (Burrell & Morgan 1979:175). 

Their emphasis here was on the ‘objective’ and potentially deterministic factors of 

technology and the market, and on Burns and Stalker’s ideal-type model of mechanistic and 

organic structures. 

 

7.7 Reasons for categorisation of Burns and Stalker’s work as functionalist 

One explanation for their apparent volte-face was that Burrell and Morgan may have 

ultimately been among those influenced by the more objectivist contingency approaches 

such as the Aston Studies, which they then generalised to all contingency research.  

However it seems unlikely that this is the full explanation for the placing of Burns and 

Stalker’s and other contingency theories squarely within the functionalist paradigm.  As 

mentioned, Burrell and Morgan were among scholars who did acknowledge that there was 

more to Burns and Stalker’s and other contingency theorists’ ideas than a narrow 

empiricism; that human and processual factors were important, as were difficulties in 

implementing organisational change in conditions of uncertainty.  The problem is broader 

or deeper than that, and arguably involves Burrell and Morgan’s own construction of their 

paradigm boundaries, a daunting task as mentioned, with such boundaries always likely to 

be contested. 

If one examines the different categories within Burrell and Morgan’s construction of 

functionalist theory, they include strange bedfellows.  Burrell and Morgan themselves 

asserted that this paradigm ‘reflects the dominant influence of sociological positivism’ yet is 

‘fused’ with elements of German idealism, the ‘most subjectivist’ part of the paradigm 

(Burrell & Morgan 1979:48).  Sociological positivist ideas at one end of this spectrum were 

best represented in social system theory, in turn divided into structural functionalism and 
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system theory.  Both to different degrees adopted mechanical and biological analogies for 

the study of society and for organisations.  At the other end was subjectivism, described by 

Burrell and Morgan as reality constructed by individuals instead of separate from them.  

Rather than being passive recipients, people independently and actively created their own 

realities.  Knowledge would derive from how individuals interpreted their world and acted 

in it, rather than from external factors such as structure (Burrell & Morgan 1979 chap 1 

passim). 

 

7.7.1 Order-conflict axis 

The logic outlined by Burrell and Morgan behind the construction of their paradigms is 

crucial in explaining why their boundaries were placed as they were.  Rather than relying 

solely on ontological and epistemological differences regarding various social theories, they 

found themselves 'on firmer ground' by developing a ‘two by two’ model.  One axis was 

divided between ‘objective’ and ‘subjective’ theories; the other between ‘regulatory’ and 

radical approaches focussing on the 'order-conflict' debate of the 1960s, when theories 

were classified according to whether they focussed on order or on conflict and change 

(Burrell & Morgan 1979:x). 

Burrell and Morgan saw the ‘order-conflict’ debate as underpinning the differences 

between leading social theorists in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries (Burrell & 

Morgan 1979:11).  They developed this into a dichotomy between ‘regulation’ and ‘radical 

change’ theories, which they saw as one of the ‘powerful means for identifying and 

analysing the assumptions which underlie social theories in general’.  They regarded the 

sociology of regulation as about the need for regulation in society, with an assumption of 

its underlying unity and cohesiveness.  Theories containing critiques of capitalist society 

were part of a ‘sociology of radical change' - a sociology concerned essentially with deep-

rooted societal domination and conflict - and were excluded from the functionalist 

paradigm (Burrell & Morgan 1979:17). 

 

7.7.1.1 Problems with order-conflict axis 

Yet there are similarities between some theories in Burrell and Morgan’s functionalist and 

radical structuralist paradigms, one of the paradigms concerned with conflict and change.  
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In both, the world ontologically is prior to individual cognition and they both emphasise 

objective relationships independent of individual agency (Hopper & Powell 1985).  

Conversely, theories that might on ontological and epistemological grounds be seen to be 

largely incompatible were placed by Burrell and Morgan in the same paradigm because of 

their political stance.  Although Burrell and Morgan had also placed regulation in the 

interpretive paradigm (which, it will be argued, is more in keeping with broader 

interpretations of Burns and Stalker’s ideas), what according to them was dominant in that 

paradigm, was its subjectivist approach, with regulation being ‘often implicit rather than 

explicit’ (Burrell & Morgan 1979:28).  The functionalist paradigm on the other hand was 

‘firmly rooted in the sociology of regulation’ (Burrell & Morgan 1979:25). 

 

7.7.1.2 Problems with the order-conflict axis in relation to Burns and Stalker’s work 

Although Burns and Stalker’s work can at first glance reasonably easily be placed on the 

order or regulation side of this debate, their stance is more complex.  In their possible 

quest for understanding and achieving regulation, Burns and Stalker were at the same time 

very much concerned with politics, conflicting interests, employee constructions of reality 

and their consequent actions.  Such a possibility had been recognised by Burrell and 

Morgan, but was ultimately rejected by them, despite their acknowledging Dahrendorf’s 

criticism that order and conflict were not disconnected and that order could result from 

coercive social control.  Morgan and Smircich made the same point a year later.  According 

to them Burrell and Morgan were 

“wedded to ideological perspectives that overplay the tendency to spontaneous order and 
regulation in social affairs, while ignoring modes of domination, conflict, and radical 
change.” (Morgan & Smircich 1980:492) 

Burrell and Morgan’s argument had been that their revised terminology of ‘regulation’ and 

‘radical change’ showed up the ‘stark contrast’ between the two (Burrell & Morgan 

1979:17).  While there could be a ‘middle ground’ between regulation and conflict, the two 

were fundamentally different as they were ‘based upon opposing assumptions’ (Burrell & 

Morgan 1979:19). 

This may have been the main reason why Burrell and Morgan’s boundaries for the 

functionalist paradigm included such diverse and different schools of thought, ranging 

from those under the broader rubric of ‘objectivism’; through ‘social system theory; to 
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‘interactionism’ and ‘social action’ theory (Burrell & Morgan chap 4, passim).  And this may 

be why Burns and Stalker’s work was positioned in the functionalist paradigm by Burrell 

and Morgan.  In their introduction to ‘contingency theory’, in which Burns and Stalker’s 

ideas were given prominence, Burrell and Morgan placed contingency theory firmly within 

a framework of a regulated, potentially unified system: 

“The results of empirical research … have been interpreted within the context of a 
managerially oriented set of propositions, which assert that the effective operation of an 
enterprise is dependent upon there being an appropriate match between its internal 
organisation and … its tasks, its environment and the needs of its members.” (Burrell & 
Morgan 1979:164)157 

 

Burrell and Morgan’s categorisation of other contingency theories, such as the Aston 

Studies (1976-1981), as objectivist scholarship in the functionalist paradigms must be 

appropriate given their objectivist approaches.  However it is questionable whether Burns 

and Stalker’s research wholly belongs there, unlike its textbook representations, which, the 

evidence shows, can clearly be located in the functionalist, largely 'objectivist' paradigm.  

Put another way, an essentially political stance with respect to contingency theories 

regarding regulation seems to have taken priority over ontological and epistemological 

differences among these contingency theories.  Alternative readings of Burns and Stalker 

might pick up that their analyses of self-interested action, conflict, tension, rivalry, 

resistance to structural change and uncertainty, fitted more comfortably into the 

interpretive paradigm.  Willmott also pointed to the playing down of such factors as 

conditions for Burrell and Morgan’s construction of their paradigm boundaries: 

 “By paradigmatic fiat, ambiguity and tension within all forms of analysis is backgrounded 
….” (Willmott 1993:685) 

The question that must then be asked is whether these kinds of opposing political 

assumptions are sufficient to position such schools of thought in different paradigms, and 

more pertinently whether schools of thought with these same assumptions naturally fit into 

the same paradigm.  As mentioned earlier, Burrell and Morgan themselves discuss the 

ontological, epistemological and methodological determinism of abstract empiricism as 

being very different from Burns and Stalker’s concerns, and which in Kuhnian terms 

conjured up very different problems and solutions (Kuhn 1970:6). 
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Although Burns and Stalker argued for particular structures to suit different technological 

and market environments, it can also be argued from the earlier analyses158 that their study 

was essentially a study in dysfunctionalism because of the politics and power considerations 

driving human agency in the organisations they studied.  Therefore their decision to place 

them wholly in the functionalist paradigm could lead to the conclusion that Burrell and 

Morgan’s point of view is an essentially political (regulatory) stance regarding The 

Management of Innovation.  And that this stance has been allowed to override the ontological, 

epistemological and methodological issues of whether Burns and Stalker see organisation 

to be composed of concrete structures or of malleable systems governed by political 

interest, human capability and agency. 

 

7.7.2 Objective-subjective axis 

The objective-subjective axis is the second of Burrell and Morgan’s two principles.  They 

argued that there were important ontological, epistemological and methodological 

differences regarding this distinction and also distinctions regarding human nature.  

Ontologically, was reality external or internal to the individual – objectively imposing itself 

on human consciousness or its product? Was knowledge concrete, objective and easily 

transmissible, or unique, subjective and personal? At the extreme, could it be acquired or 

did it have to be personally experienced? In terms of human nature, the distinction was 

between people responding deterministically to their environment and people creating their 

environment through free and independent action.  Methodologically those inclining to the 

objective view would focus on relationships and regularities between the various external, 

concrete elements of this reality; if one subscribed to the subjectivist view, the inquiry 

would be centred on how individuals interpreted and acted in and on the world as they 

understood it (Burrell & Morgan 1979 chap 1 passim). 

                                                      
158 See eg chapter 6 passim. 
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7.7.2.1 Problems with the objective-subjective axis 

As with the order-conflict debate, the distinctions between subjectivism and objectivism 

are not clear cut in all instances in Burrell and Morgan’s schema.  They grouped together in 

the functionalist paradigm both strongly objectivist schools of thought such as 

‘behaviourism’ and ‘abstracted empiricism’, with strongly subjectivist ones such as 

‘symbolic interactionism’, one version of which (Blumer’s) was ‘essentially concerned with 

the meanings which underlie the process of interaction’, and ‘social action theory’ - a 

version of neo-idealist thought where subjective meanings were all important (Burrell & 

Morgan 1979:81).  Burrell and Morgan also included less subjectivist positions within this 

paradigm.  For instance, Mead, unlike Blumer, saw man as living in a realist world of 

symbolic and physical objects; Weber’s social action approach, while placing importance on 

the subjective meanings held by individuals, still aimed at developing an objective social 

science offering causal explanations of social phenomena. (Burrell & Morgan 1979:83)  The 

situation thus is complicated and again one must appreciate Burrell and Morgan’s ground-

breaking work regarding this complexity. 

There have been criticisms of definitions of this axis too and its relationship to Burrell and 

Morgan's paradigmatic boundaries.  Willmott has questioned whether radical theories, in 

this instance radical structuralism, did not contain enough characteristics of the 

(subjectivist) interpretive paradigm to question these exclusive boundaries in terms of 

radical/regulatory and subjective/objective oppositions (Willmott 1993).  He argued for an 

incorporation of the ‘subjective’ dimension into orthodox labour process theory without 

abandoning the dimension of radical change.  Hopper & Powell raised doubts about the 

extent to which ‘social sciences literature’ could be ‘pigeonholed’ into Burrell and Morgan’s 

objective-subjective dimension, which they saw as a continuum rather than as being 

mutually exclusive (Hopper & Powell 1985:430, 451). 

 

7.7.2.2  Problems with the objective-subjective axis in relation to Burns and Stalker’s 

work 

The question remains as to why Burns and Stalker’s theory should not also have been 

placed in Burrell and Morgan’s subjectivist paradigm par excellence – the interpretive 

paradigm.  An argument can be made that ontologically, epistemologically and 
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methodologically according to Burrell and Morgan’s own definitions, Burns and Stalker’s 

approach fits there as well, if not better, than in the functionalist paradigm, 

 

7.8 The interpretive paradigm 

Burrell and Morgan described the interpretive paradigm as seeking explanation of the social 

world 

“within the realm of individual consciousness and subjectivity, within the frame of 
reference of the participant as opposed to the observer of the action.” (Burrell & Morgan 
1979:28) 

The world through the interpretive paradigm is seen as ‘an emergent social process … 

created by the individuals concerned’ (Burrell & Morgan 1979:29).  Dilthey, among its 

proponents, pointed to the notion of verstehen (understanding) as appropriate to internal 

mental processes.  There had, therefore, to be a different approach from one searching for 

general laws and causal explanations.  More appropriate would be a method whereby 

human experience was re-lived or re-enacted (Burrell & Morgan 1979:230).  Weber was 

also interested in the subjective meanings attached to action as a way of understanding the 

world.  However, he took a position closer to positivism in that he wanted to arrive at a 

causal explanation of the causes and events of social action (Burrell & Morgan 1979:230).  

Burrell and Morgan maintained that Weber was ultimately an objectivist as he believed in 

the objective reality of the social world though interpreted by human agents, and that this 

is why they located his work partly in the functionalist paradigm.159 

If one adopts a broader interpretation of The Management of Innovation, Burns and Stalker 

cannot on any grounds be located at the extreme end of the subjectivist approach.  They 

cannot be regarded as solipsistic or in any way denying the possibility of an external reality.  

Their research methodology and outcomes seem reasonably close to Weber’s position of 

wanting to have human actors’ subjective meanings and enactments understood, probably 

in order to arrive at causal explanations for social action.  Another point of similarity is the 

use of ‘ideal types’.  According to Burrell and Morgan, Weber used ideal types to 

“incorporate the ‘spirit’ which characterises individual phenomena into a wider, generalised 
whole … the method of verstehen is assimilated into a typological scheme of analysis 

                                                      
159 It may be that critical realism solves this problem, allowing for both objective entities in the 
world, mediated by and interdependent with subjective human agency (Fleetwood 2005).  
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which provides a means of ordering and explaining human action.” (Burrell & Morgan 
1979:231) 

Burns and Stalker’s ideal mechanistic and organic structures can be said to do the same.  If 

the claim held that Weber’s work, with particular reference to his ideal types was essentially 

functionalist and that Burns and Stalker’s was similar enough to Weber’s, the justification 

for their work being positioned in the functionalist paradigm would be sustained.  But 

there is still more to be explored regarding where their work should be positioned.  This is 

obviously a difficult question to answer conclusively because theories are complex and 

have different facets, which may be contradictory in terms of their ontologies, 

epistemologies and methodologies.  There is also the artificial problem of trying to fit such 

theories into Burrell and Morgan’s construction of paradigm boundaries, which have been 

shown to be contestable in some ways. 

However, there are characteristics which Burrell and Morgan describe as constituting the 

‘underlying unity’ of the interpretive paradigm, which, it can be argued, are applicable to 

Burns and Stalker’s broader ontological, epistemological and methodological approaches.  

Burrell and Morgan claim that interpretive scholarship is ‘based upon fundamentally 

different assumptions with regard to the ontological status of the social world’.  In the 

interpretive paradigm knowledge is constructed from individual actors’ experiences and 

standpoints and not from those of observers.  Theories are anti-positivist in that they are 

based on human subjectivities and do not seek ‘objective’ relationships and regularities 

common to research in the natural sciences.160  Methods of study are ideographic rather 

than nomothetic, and social reality is constructed according to the views of the actors in 

the situation (Burrell & Morgan 1979:254). 

The evidence suggests that many of these features are applicable to Burns and Stalker’s 

research and, if one includes their findings regarding human agency, are clearly different 

from major characteristics of the functionalist paradigm as defined by Burrell and Morgan.  

If the argument is upheld that largely objectivist and subjectivist theories cannot be placed 

in the same paradigm because of substantive differences in their ontologies, epistemologies 

and methodologies, one must then argue that they should be located in different 

paradigms.  In many of these objectivist-subjectivist distinctions it is quite feasible to rank 

The Management of Innovation on the subjectivist side, if one includes the human and political 
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factors analysed in the book.  On the other hand the evidence from analyses of the 

mainstream textbook representations and research by Simons (1987), points to them falling 

squarely within the objectivist camp.  They are objectivist in terms of their presentations of 

organisation structures as real and concrete; and knowledge as objective and scientific.  

People are nowhere considered as active agents capable of affecting the success of 

managerial change strategies. 

This chapter is limited to an exploration of whether all the types of knowledge produced 

regarding Burns and Stalker’s original text are principally within the same paradigms 

constructed by Burrell and Morgan, or whether they differ substantially in terms of 

objectivist and subjectivist approaches.  It can be argued that if one interprets The 

Management of Innovation more narrowly, one could reach a conclusion that the book falls 

within the functionalist paradigm.  However because of the many subjectivist elements 

shown to be present in the book,161 a case can be made for Burns and Stalker’s work lying 

also in the interpretive paradigm.  This raises questions to be discussed in a later chapter162 

about the relationship between paradigms.  Are they incommensurable with each other as 

Burrell and Morgan and others have argued, or can an argument be made for their 

commensurability? 

Kakkuri-Knuutila, Lukka and Kuorikoski (2008) have supported the idea that the 

paradigms are not incommensurable.  Through their analysis of a case study they argued 

from the opposite direction to the one above.  Rather than seeing work which had both 

objectivist and subjectivist elements and therefore straddling the functionalist and 

interpretive paradigm, they claimed that while there were subjectivist elements in the 

interpretive paradigm, interpretive studies also shared characteristics with objectivist 

approaches and that interpretive research therefore straddled more than one paradigm. 

Ultimately the argument needs to be about rising above the dialectic constructed between 

these two approaches and incorporating then into more inclusive, holistic knowledge.  

Willmott stated that: 

“an adequate understanding of the ‘compelling’ force of structure requires an adequate theory of the 
dynamics of human agency.” (Willmott 1993:696) (emphasis original) 

                                                                                                                                                           
160 Burns and Stalker’s ‘ideal types’ may be an exception, as indeed may Weber’s, and this is where 
one might argue that The Management of Innovation has some functionalist characteristics.   
161 See eg chapter 6 passim. 
162 Chapter 9 passim. 
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Kakkuri-Knuutila, Lukka and Kuorikoski (2008) citing Berger and Luckmann (1966) would 

agree with the above statement: 

“… any adequate theoretical understanding of the society necessarily requires an 
integration of the subjectivist and objectivist accounts of it” (Kakkuri-Knuutila, Lukka and 
Kuorikoski 2008:286) 

The issue of more inclusive, holistic knowledge is taken up more fully in chapter 9. 

 

7.9 Conclusion 

Burns and Stalker may have been objectivist in that they may have regarded the 

conclusions from their research as constituting objective and transmissible knowledge.  

There is no reflection, as indeed there was unlikely to be in the early 1960s in their 

academic milieu, about any problematising what knowledge they were producing as 

researchers in terms of issues such as the authors’ ‘situatedness’ (Sarbin & Kitsuse 1994, 

except in their awareness of the changing political, social and economic pressures put on 

the academy.163  They were also not concerned about the possible bias164 in their 

respondents’ information.  Their use of the ideal types of mechanistic and organic may be a 

further reason for regarding them as functionalists. 

A claim can be made, as Burrell and Morgan ultimately did, that Burns and Stalker’s work 

falls into the objectivist, structuralist, functionalist paradigm, given their focus on the 

relationship between organisational structure and its technological and market 

environment.  If, however, one gives equal weight to the other two independent variables 

mentioned in the book – employee commitment and the role and capacity of the senior 

executive - one can as well argue that their conceptual framework, methodologies, analyses 

of the problems and their conclusions are subjectivist and should be located in the 

interpretive paradigm. 

It has been suggested throughout this thesis that there is a strong subjectivist bent in Burns 

and Stalker’s work.  Their ontology strongly encompasses human consciousness and 

activities influencing organisational systems.  Their epistemology follows from this.  Their 

analysis includes liberal attention given to the subjectivist aspects of the perceptions and 

                                                      
163 See appendix 2, 1994 preface, sections I, II, III. 
164 The word “bias” carries with it an epistemological stance – that one can understand the world 
free of biassed or value-full perspectives. 



 

134 
 

intentions of employees.  Their research shows the importance they placed on finding out 

how the actors in the organisations they studied interpreted the changes that were being 

introduced, their intentions, and the effects of their responses on their organisations.  Their 

methodology reflects this in the number and range of employees they interviewed, 

observed and spent time with in other ways. 

In this case we have a situation where mainstream representations of The Management of 

Innovation in textbooks and research are based on objectivist ideas and can be said with 

confidence to be located in the functionalist paradigm.  Because subjectivist factors also 

have a strong presence in the book as do the dysfunctional and failed attempts at structural 

change, it can be argued, using Kuhnian concepts, that what Burns and Stalker regarded as 

legitimate problems and implied solutions are more akin to ideas in the interpretive 

paradigm as they are more dependent on human understanding, intention and agency.  

Thus a claim can be made that The Management of Innovation and its mainstream 

representations are located substantially in different paradigms.  If this is accepted, the 

underlying question again raised is what counts as knowledge if a text lying substantially in 

one paradigm is interpreted and represented by texts in another. 

This ends the first dialectical circle, which, from the different angles examined, has sought 

to establish that there are significant differences between The Management of Innovation and 

its mainstream representations.165  The second dialectical circle examines why ‘rationalist’, 

objectivist approaches were chosen in mainstream scholarship over potentially richer, 

complementary studies including subjectivist aspects to do with human perception and 

behaviour.166 

The next chapter investigates why in mainstream scholarship Burns and Stalker’s book has 

been constructed as objectivist and why scholars using Burns and Stalker’s ideas adopted 

objectivist methodologies in their research over a lengthy period and in the face of repeated 

critiques of such research.  Mindful of the issues influencing scholars such as their 

background and context (Sarbin & Kitsuse 1994) or habitus (Bourdieu 1998), the academy is 

the focus of this investigation, with wider societal and ideological influences considered 

briefly. 

                                                      
165 See chapter 3, section 3.6.1, diagram 1. 
166 See chapter 3, section 3.6.2, diagram 2. 
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Chapter 8 

 

Explanations for mainstream representations of Burns and Stalker’s The 

Management of Innovation in the academic literature 

 

8.1 Summary 

In previous chapters it has been argued that mainstream representations of The Management 

of Innovation constitute one set of discourses which focusses on structural change for 

organisations in environmental instability, and that there is another set of discourses which 

presents an interpretation, not excluding structural change, but based largely on an analysis 

of human agency, power, politics and resistance and their effects on change strategies in 

organisations.  A comparison was made between Burns and Stalker’s book and mainstream 

representations, analysed from the different perspectives of meanings in texts, problems of 

representation, and textual analyses of the original text and its representations.  In the last 

chapter evidence and analysis were brought to demonstrate that these discourses lay largely 

in different paradigms, with strong differences in their ontologies, epistemologies and 

methodologies. 

This chapter begins the second dialectical circle,167 which is concerned with explanations 

for the choices made in dominant scholarship for objectivist, quantitative approaches.  This 

question arose because of the problems raised by social anthropologists and sociologists 

that one of the issues to do with representation was the situatedness (Sarbin & Kitsuse 

1994) or habitus (Bourdieu 1998) of the researchers.  It seemed logical to look first at the 

academy, the context in which most scholars work and where this scholarship is grounded.  

The first topic investigated was journal editors’ prerogatives.  Journal rankings, a closely 

related issue, has been shown to be significant in the determination of status, resources and 

careers, and has also been held to be responsible for the skewing of scholarship in the 

direction of homogenous, objectivist approaches.  Other influences include pressures by 

and on the academy, corporate influences on business schools in the US, the strength of 

sister disciplines, technological developments and wider political and social trends. 
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8.2 Introduction 

In the first dialectical circle168 the evidence pointed to the differences in the discourses and 

types of knowledge produced in Burns and Stalker’s original text compared with 

mainstream representations.  Questions now arise as to why these particular constructions 

of the text are dominant in the literature.  Why did they emerge with widespread agreement 

among mainstream scholars? Was there, as Kuhn had suggested for scientific paradigms, a 

narrowing in order to be able to carry out research? Or was it perhaps to suit prevailing 

orthodoxies in the academy? Did the disciplines in which scholars were immersed, such as 

Management Accounting, influence interpretations and research applications? And can it 

be explained, as might critical theorists, through more substantive social and political 

considerations? 

A preliminary suggestion is that unlike in the natural sciences, scholars working in different 

paradigms in the social sciences are able to co-exist in the same world of academia often 

with very little communication between them, and with separate careers and publishing 

outlets.  This has echoes of MacIntyre’s description of tolerance to alternative views: 

“social scientists themselves characteristically and for the most part do adopt just such a 
tolerant attitude to counter-examples, an attitude very different from that of either natural 
scientists themselves or of Popperian philosophers of science” (MacIntyre 2007:90) 
 

This diversity, exemplified in Burrell and Morgan’s book, may be one of the reasons 

enabling the multiplicity of paradigms regarding original texts and their representation. 

 

8.3 Explanations for mainstream representations of The Management of 

Innovation 

This chapter seeks to answer why, despite the availability of alternative scholarship, and 

serious critiques of orthodox scholarship, mainstream interpretations of Burns and Stalker 

remained largely objectivist over the next half-century.  Explanations for this phenomenon, 

generalisable also to other texts in the organisation/management areas range across 

different levels of constituency and different levels of analysis.  One can divide the factors 

into micro, meso and macro levels involving individual actors, academic artefacts, 

principally journals, university departments and institutions, the influence of other 

                                                                                                                                                           
167 See chapter 3, section 3.6.2. 
168 See chapter 3, section 3.6.1. 
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disciplines, and national dominant political ideologies.  These factors reflect on more 

general questions regarding the production of knowledge: what counts as knowledge; how 

it is produced and legitimated and what this means for scholarship - at the very least in the 

field of organisation/management studies. 

 

8.4 UK and US scholarship 

In investigating the academy, examples both from North American and UK scholarship are 

drawn on.  The sources used here mainly refer to the US academy, mostly researched from 

the Administrative Science Quarterly (ASQ).  These are used because of the strong influence of 

North American on British scholarship.  One set of explanations for mainstream 

representations of Burns and Stalker’s and other contingency theorists’ work in the UK has 

been to do with the demands of US scholarship, particularly the requirements of editors of 

prominent US journals for particular types of research, as discussed below.169 

North American (with Australian) scholarship has been intertwined to an extent.  The 

many examples from the UK and Australia published in the ASQ include articles by Child 

(1973), Willmott (1981), Hickson (1996) and Clegg (2002).  Among the UK and Australian 

books reviewed were those by Clegg and Dunkerley (1977) reviewed in the ASQ 1978, 

Mangham (1979, 1980) reviewed in the ASQ (1981), Burrell and Morgan (1979) reviewed 

in the ASQ 1983, Hassard and Pym (1990) reviewed in the ASQ 1991, and Clegg (2002).   

Questions of similarities and differences between US and UK scholarship, however, are 

complex.  Hickson (1996) claimed that it was difficult to come to one conclusion.  Analyses 

were based on different aims and analysed differently for different purposes.  Authors have 

highlighted important transatlantic similarities and differences over the decades.  A working 

group soon after the establishment of EGOS (the European Group for Organization 

Studies) reported in the ASQ that superficially there were similarities within Anglo-

American scholarship, which they described as having an ‘empirical and positivist170 trend 

                                                      
169 Chapter 8, section 8.6. 
170 The tenets of positivist sociology are based on the notion of the study of organisations being a 
science.  They include the idea that objective conditions, uninfluenced by the consciousness and 
actions of people, explain human behaviour and organisational outcomes.  They are concerned with 
cause and effect, universal laws as in the natural sciences, and validity based on empirical evidence.  
The methods used are similar to methods thought to be used in the natural sciences such as 
observation, the ‘rock-bottom foundation’ of the older and still dominant positivist view of science, 
regarded as a neutral adjudicator between different scientific claims (Phillips 1990:32); verifiability 
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in favour of quantitative methods …[in comparison with] a Latino-European trend, closer 

to socio-historical analysis and inclined to use ethnographical type surveys.’ (Vignolle 

1976:511). 

However, later on the diversity of ‘local’ approaches was considered more important than 

‘any hypothetical unity of national schools’.  There was a marked divergence between 

British scholars who favoured quantification and modelling, an approach which had 

become a dominant tradition in the ASQ and the US, and those who used a Marxist frame 

of reference (Vignolle 1976:512).  Hickson (1996) confirmed that the Aston objectivist 

studies he had been involved in with Pugh, Hinings and Pheysey between 1963 and 1969 

were more warmly received in North American journals than in British ones. 

Quantification and modelling was considered to constitute an important difference 

between North American and British scholarship.  Hickson, citing Koza and Thoenig 

(1995), pointed to the contrast between North American interest in developing and testing 

causal theory, and European preferences for qualitative studies.  Hickson also emphasised 

the ethnocentrism of the former.  North Americans cited North Americans and very few 

others. 

A comparison in the early 1990s with Organization Studies, a European journal, showed a far 

greater diversity in the origins of the authors in that journal than in the ASQ.  The 

influence of research was uneven – mainly from west to east and not the other way round 

(Hickson 1996).  Hickson (1996) and Clegg (2002) described European scholarship as 

having a sociological approach with an interest in power including discursive power, 

through the legitimation of certain rationalities, dominant coalitions of interest and the 

actors, their interests and their connections.   

In North American scholarship on the other hand, politics became minimised by 

‘rationalized rationality’ with a ‘singular focus on efficiency and effectiveness’ (Clegg 

2002:437).  This has proved relevant to interpretations of Burns and Stalker in both the 

UK and the US, and rationalist interpretations of The Management of Innovation, as will be 

seen below, may be an important exception straddling both continents.  This is a further 

justification for using North American scholarship to discuss influences on mainstream 

                                                                                                                                                           

through sense experience only (excepting logico-mathematical propositions) (Phillips 1990); 
hypothesis testing; generalisable conclusions based on large-scale studies; quantitative variables and 
statistical analyses (Reiter & Williams 2002).  
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representations of Burns and Stalker’s book.   In this case there is the added complication 

mentioned below, in that what were called ‘contingency theories’ were conceived in the 

mainstream literature as objectivist, as has been seen in the case of Burns and Stalker.171  

This was used by some to assume the dominance of objectivist research more widely, 

particularly in the US, and to evaluate the type, quality and trends in research in US and 

UK journals.172 

 

8.5 Representations of knowledge produced in academic journals 

The type of scholarship that is regarded as legitimate and desirable, and also what has 

actually been published in academic journals, is a subject that has interested scholars 

particularly in the US, and very much in the ASQ, one of the most influential US journals 

in the organisation/management field.  As mentioned in chapter 3,173 the ASQ is 

considered highly in the US and internationally because of its high ranking and citation 

indices (Willmott 2011). 

Publications – journal publications and also monographs and textbooks – are central to the 

academy.  High status journals are one of the important determinants for what counts as 

legitimate knowledge.  The types of writing and uses of language published in academic 

journals are crucial to the legitimation of what counts as knowledge, which methodologies 

are validated to establish such knowledge, and, ultimately, what constitutes ‘reality’ in the 

field.  A reviewer in the ASQ identified with Cummings and Frost (1985) about the 

‘apparent influence that the publishing mandate and practices had on both the content and 

process of organizational inquiry’ (Donnellon 1986:313). 

Being published plays a large part for academicians in advancing or quashing their 

academic careers.  The individual actors here are scholars in the academy, scholars aspiring 

to be successful, first as undergraduate, then postgraduate students, and then as lecturers, 

professors and respected scholars.  One of the crucial markers of accepted scholarship is to 

have work accepted for publication in a high-ranking academic journal.  The link between 

                                                      
171 Chapter 8, sections 8.7.1, 8.7.2. 
172 See below, chapter 8, section 8.7.2. This is also discussed in the next chapter in relation to 
management accounting scholarship. 
173 Chapter 3, section 3.7. 
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journal editors and academicians is close as the latter are often not only journal editors but 

also act as reviewers for articles submitted for publication to journals (Putnam 2009). 

Academic work has an effect on the ‘politics of the places we inhabit’ (Parker & Thomas 

2011:420).  Parker and Thomas were discussing the social sciences and humanities more 

generally, but their claims that the type of research undertaken and problems explored 

could contribute either to an underpinning of the status quo or, if the inquiry adopted a 

critical approach, to a change in current social arrangements and new forms of knowledge 

are relevant to questions raised in this thesis (Parker & Thomas 2011). 

 

8.6 The Administrative Science Quarterly 

The ASQ was selected for detailed examination as it was a journal specifically mentioned 

by scholars writing both within the journal (eg Palmer 2006) and outside (eg Burrell & 

Morgan 1979), as requiring objectivist scholarship for acceptance for publication.  Burrell 

and Morgan specifically explained objectivist approaches regarding contingency theory in 

terms of these ASQ requirements.  Contingency authors, while recognising that 

contingency models of organisation were ‘essentially processual’ nevertheless 

conceptualised their work in terms of structure for the purposes of empirical research 

which could generate hard quantitative measures of structure, as mentioned above.174  

Burrell and Morgan pointed out that the methodology in such studies was nowhere as 

sophisticated as the concepts it was based on (1979:223-224, fns 37, 38). 

This claim was investigated through an examination of publications in the ASQ over 

several decades, from the 1960s to the 2000s.  It was found that there were also examples 

of alternative approaches published in the journal, including Marxist, interpretive and social 

constructionist-based scholarship.175  This has implications for what are generally regarded 

as requirements for publishable work in the US.  It is argued here that although the lion’s 

share of articles published in the primary US journals devoted to organisations was indeed 

in the objectivist camp (Scott 1996:164), the fact that there was a substantial minority of 

articles based on subjectivist scholarship tempers the claim that scholars basing their 

                                                      
174 Chapter 8, section 8.4. 
175 Chapter 8, section 8.6.   
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research on contingency theories (Burns and Stalker’s included), had no option but to 

follow an objectivist epistemology and methodology. 

Interestingly, various conflicting views regarding the type of scholarship actually published 

in the ASQ, in other high-ranking journals and in the organisation/management field more 

widely opened up another issue to do with interpretation and representation outside Burns 

and Stalker’s text.  There were disagreements about the nature and trends of scholarship in 

the ASQ and in organisation/management studies more widely.  Some argued that the 

scholarship was narrow and objectivist; others that it was broad, multi-paradigmatic and 

eclectic.  The same disputes occurred over trends during the last fifty years.  These 

differences, for which an explanation is offered towards the end of the chapter, leave open 

the possibility for there being room for eclectic approaches, albeit probably limited. 

 

8.6.1 Objectivist research in the Administrative Science Quarterly: scholars’ views 

It has been suggested from at least 1979 that one overriding reason for the tenor of 

research based on Burns and Stalker’s and other contingency theorists’ work was the 

stipulation by journal editors, particularly in the US, that positivist, objectivist research was 

a criterion for acceptability in their journals.  Burrell and Morgan described the ASQ as 

packed with research in the objectivist tradition.  According to them it ‘helped to raise 

objectivism as applied to the study of organisations to the status of an orthodoxy’ (Burrell 

& Morgan 1979:162).  This claim about the type of knowledge required was repeated by at 

least one editor (Palmer 2006) and other contributors in the ASQ.   

Through the decades, many affirmed that the ASQ supported the notion of a restrictive, 

scientific set of criteria for acceptance of publications in that and other major journals.  

The rationalist, objectivist, quantitative bent of US journals contributed to a belief about 

the hegemony of North American scholarship and its narrowness in content, style, 

paradigm and discipline influence (Palmer 2006).  Many authors writing in the journal (eg 

Stern & Barley 1996) were of the firm opinion that journals, particularly that one, had 

contributed to the kinds of narrow and limiting knowledge and methodologies referred to 

above in connection with representations of Burns and Stalker’s work.  As mentioned just 

above, this pervasive view led to the idea that research on contingency theories, including 

Burns and Stalker’s, were encouraged to be epistemologically and methodologically 
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objectivist in order to be acceptable to journals such as the ASQ (eg Burrell & Morgan 

1979). 

Such ideas have been supported by many authors over the decades.  Those believing that 

this type of scholarship was dominant but who were against it such as Stern and Barley, 

exhorted journals to begin to take risks and include papers with broad perspectives and 

non-traditional methodologies (Stern & Barley 1996).  A well-articulated paper with a 

sound methodology could be rejected ‘simply because it clashes with their [the editors’ or 

reviewers’] particular conceptual tastes (Sutton & Staw 1995:372).  The criteria concerned 

included a preference for similar approaches - for empirical over theoretical work: 

“… it is much easier for a set of reviewers … to agree on a carefully crafted empirical piece 
that has little or no theory than it is for them to go along with a weak test of a new 
theoretical idea…. papers chosen … tend to be those with acceptable methods and 
undeveloped theory.” (Sutton & Staw 1995:381-382) 

One reason for this had been suggested by Astley.  The proclivities of journal editors were 

to select papers for publication that were similar to their own epistemological and 

methodological preferences.  He argued that unlike in the sciences, there were no objective 

scientific criteria by which to judge the value of an article, so reviewers used their own 

socially grounded frames of reference rather than purely ones of scholarship.  Such social 

factors included institutional affiliations, like academic training and personal ties (Astley 

1985).  According to Pfeffer, Leong and Strehl (1977), uncertainty and paradigm dissensus 

were further reasons for using social cues such as similar social networks for the selection 

of papers for publication (cited in Astley 1985). 

This view of US journals has been supported very recently in an article in the UK journal, 

Organization.  Willmott criticised British journals for fostering a ‘monoculture’, in which a 

“preoccupation with shoehorning research into a form prized by elite, US-oriented 
journals overrides a concern to maintain and enrich the diversity of topics, the range of 
methods and the plurality of perspectives engaged in business and management research.” 
(Willmott 2011:429) 

The picture given above is that much scholarship in dominant journals in the 

organisation/management area had methodologies that were objectivist, and that what was 

accepted for publication was conformist and against innovative ideas and methodologies.  

It is possible that these ideas were strong influences on the representations of texts like 

Burns and Stalker’s.  They may have played a part in channelling a positivist type of 
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research to the ASQ and to other journals such as AOS in the management accounting 

area, which included many research articles based on Burns and Stalker’s work. 

 

8.6.2 Research actually published in the Administrative Science Quarterly 

The kind of scholarship actually produced in the ASQ, on the other hand, also included 

examples of eclectic approaches.  Much of the scholarship was indeed objectivist and 

statistically based (Scott 1996).  But what was also seen in the ASQ were articles advocating 

broader approaches and criticising narrower ones.  Selznick, whom Burns and Stalker had 

cited in relation to the importance of informal social groupings in organisations and their 

ability to subvert formal structures and strategies, claimed, in a paper published in the 

ASQ, that rational-actor models and a focus on formal structures were mythical and served 

as legitimations of particular organisational forms and practices, providing displays of 

confidence and satisfaction rather than being reflective of whether they were efficient and 

whether they coped with uncertainties.  In fact these led to a denial of the inspection and 

evaluation of concrete organisational processes with their tensions and problems.  What 

was ignored was the organisation’s culture and social structure - social entanglements or 

commitments – which Selznick described as the ‘underlying reality – the basic source of 

stability and integration’ (Selznick 1992:232 cited in Selznick 1996:271).  And again when 

discussing organisational change Selznick quoting from an early work affirmed that 

“[N]o social process can be understood save as it is located in the behavior of individuals, 
and especially in their perceptions of themselves and each other.” (Selznick 1957:4 cited in 
Selznick 1996:274) 

Criticisms of those who regarded the discipline of organisation/management studies or the 

ASQ specifically as being too functionalist or traditionalist were also published in that 

journal.  Clegg wrote about the narrowness and political and moral bias in organisation 

studies as a whole: 

“… the genealogical development of the discipline has focused on the efficiency and 
effectiveness dimension to such an extent that the moral dimension has been neutered … 
In effect the dominant institutionalizations of North American organization theory 
discourse have resulted in the rationalization of rationality without a moral dimension … 
Such an institutionalization has been achieved through seeing truth as something that is 
outside of social practices, being instead located in an autonomous sphere of science.  In 
this way, theorists can absolve themselves from any moral responsibility – their analytical 
actions … are legitimized by the ‘natural laws of science.’ They are not the actions of 
interpretive subjects …. but the workings of the market, natural selection, structural 
adjustment, or some other grand and abstracted narrative “(2002:430-431) 
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Many book reviews were written from broad, pluralist perspectives.  Praise was given to 

Edwards’ book, Contested Terrain, written from a Marxist standpoint.  The reviewer in the 

ASQ described this as a ‘welcome counterpoint to the customary models employed by 

most students of organization’ (Mitchell 1981:293).  Also in that year in a paper published 

in the ASQ, Clegg argued that the focus of organisation studies should be the control of 

the labour process.  The literature cited was about labour process, political economy and 

class struggle, topics central to a Marxist approach (Clegg 1981). 

Bolman and Deal wrote a book about the need for ‘conceptual pluralism’ – the analysis of 

organisational actors and processes from different schools of thought: structural, 

interpretive, political and symbolic.  This was reviewed positively in the ASQ in 1985 (Van 

Meter 1985:135).  Meyer and Scott’s book on ritual and rationality, according to the ASQ 

reviewer, focussed on the idea that ‘modern organizations have been described 

incompletely by prevailing theories of formal structure’ (Clark 1985:295).   

Morgan’s chapter, which criticised control and domination by positivist gatekeepers, was 

publicised sympathetically in a review in the ASQ.  The reviewer went on to describe 

favourably chapters in the book concerned with non-traditional subjects such as diversity, 

emotion and culture (Hunt 1986).  A decade later, Hickson, who had worked closely with 

Pugh and engaged in positivist research was of the view, based on Usdiken’s and Pasadeos’ 

assertions regarding the prominence in the ASQ of institutional theory, that ‘American 

researchers are not all ‘hard’ any more than all Europeans are ‘soft’ in their methodological 

stance’ (Hickson 1996). 

 

8.6.3 Trends – towards a narrowing of scholarship: scholars’ views 

Some analysts of trends in the last half century in organisation scholarship and in the ASQ 

in particular have claimed that whatever its origins, the type of knowledge produced has 

steadily became narrower, more scientific and less sociological.  Palmer went into some 

detail about the founding editors’ vision and what had happened in practice across the 

decades from the first issue of the ASQ.  Litchfield and Thompson, the first editors, 

wanted scholars to develop a theory of administration using a ‘scientific’ methodology, 

with models which evaluated empirical relationships.  Interestingly, these editors were 

‘agnostic’ about the merits of qualitative and quantitative analysis (Palmer 2006:538). 
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That scientific-type research was there to stay and grow in strength had been predicted by 

Whisler in 1974.  Whisler was writing more generally about knowledge in the academy 

which would continue to develop ‘analytic techniques, relevant to business problems, 

growing out of econometrics, applied mathematics, control theory and simulation models’ 

(Motamedi 1975:319).  In 1996 a series of papers was published to mark the 40th 

anniversary of the ASQ, and to reflect on its history (Administrative Science Quarterly (41) 1).  

Here too there were differences in opinion among the scholars writing as to whether the 

journal had broadened in content and approach or become narrower. 

Among others arguing that the trend was towards narrower scholarship were Stern and 

Barley (1996) who highlighted the administrative emphasis and pointed out that Parson’s 

(1956) paper, published in the first issue of the ASQ was taken up in terms of his second 

agenda – the ‘mechanisms of implementation’ – a study of structures, processes and 

decision-making internal to organisations (Stern & Barley 1996:151).  Parsons’ third 

requirement for the development of an organisational theory was to examine the role of 

organisations in relation to the broader socio-cultural system.  This suggestion was not 

taken up and led to a narrowing of the content of the field and of its ideological directions 

(Stern & Barley 1996).  Scott agreed with Stern and Barley that the ‘primary’ journals 

dealing with organisations including the ASQ had ‘abandoned [sociological] traditions’ 

(Scott 1996:164), though he pointed out that in journals in the broader social science area 

and outside what he called the ‘core organizational journals’, Weber’s and Parson’s 

traditions were still being upheld. 

As mentioned in a previous chapter,176 Burns (1994), in the preface to the third edition of 

The Management of Innovation, writing more widely about the field, was of the view that until 

the end of the 1950s post-war reconstruction, political change and economic prosperity 

had led to scholarship about social concerns of people, societal processes, consensus and a 

concern to identify obstacles in the way of the efficient functioning of organisations, 

thereby promoting the public good.  One example of such research was the Human 

Relations school, which promoted the idea of informal organisations, focussing on the 

behaviour, relationships, values, beliefs and commitments of employees.   

However possibly influenced by representations of The Management of Innovation, Burns 

argued, the focus began to change to the notion of organisational efficiency, best achieved 

                                                      
176 Chapter 6, section 6.3.6. 
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by designing rational organisational structures for decision-making and control.  From the 

1970s economic difficulties precipitated by increases in oil prices led to a revived interest in 

bureaucracy and a search for general principles determining organisations structures, such 

as technology, or wider governmental, business and industrial systems.  Above all, 

accommodation was sought with adverse and competing circumstances, and innovative 

opinion and dissension were blocked as a way of preserving the system and the beliefs and 

values sustaining it (Burns 1994). 

Hinings and Greenwood in 2002 argued that the ASQ in its beginnings was sociological in 

its approach, being interested in questions of power and privilege in organisations, a quest 

which they claimed had been abandoned from the 1970s, to managerial issues of efficiency 

and problem solving from a managerial point of view.  And Parker and Thomas pointed to 

the criticality of sociology in the 1960s, but argued that by the 1990s sociology went the 

way of other disciplines in this area ‘towards positions where they could speak directly to 

those providing funding for policy advice and evaluation.’ (Parker & Thomas 2011:423). 

 

8.6.4 Trends – towards a broadening of scholarship: scholars’ views 

Opposing views as to the direction of the discipline were also put forward in the ASQ.  

Dunbar, analysing trends in the ASQ from its early volumes until the 1980s, came to the 

conclusion that the ASQ attempted to represent all approaches to administrative science, 

and that although many administrative researchers continued to use ‘natural science’ 

methods, a ‘significant minority’ such as Weick (1979) placed more value on the subjective 

aspects of organisational relations and processes.  And while some theorists were interested 

in underlying order, others were concerned with the forces bringing about change (the two 

dimensions of Burrell’s and Morgan’s model of sociological paradigms) (Dunbar 1983:129). 

Scott in the same paper mentioned above, gave a brief history of organisation studies, 

which he claimed emerged in the 1950s and 1960s.  He argued that because the discipline 

was new, it could not establish a discrete field, but ‘infiltrated all of the social sciences – 

psychology, political science, economics and (but not just) sociology’ (Scott 1996:166).  

According to him, scientistic models were more prevalent at an earlier period – in the mid-

1960s - in the development of organisation studies.  Now, some thirty years later, the 

danger of organisational sociology being ‘submerged under administrative science’ was 
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‘quite remote’.  One exception was scholarship in the professional schools such as 

business, which had to be applied and to be concerned with practice in work 

environments, as opposed to departments dealing with liberal arts programmes (Scott 

1996:167).177 

This was echoed by Porter, who, in his own overview of organisation studies over several 

decades, pointed to the ‘absence of any clear and compelling paradigms’ and praised the 

discipline for being ‘truly multidisciplinary’ (Porter 1996:266, 262).  Porter felt that the field 

of organization studies was broadening from its psychological base, with the ASQ a ‘major 

force’ for providing an outlet for scholars wishing to adopt broader views and work using 

multi-disciplinary approaches (1996:263).  March agreed with this view.  He attested to a 

variety of approaches and research methodologies becoming ‘common’ (March 1996:279).  

Zald, writing in the ASQ in the same year described the ‘fragmentation and lack of shared 

paradigms that have come to characterize the field’, which he attributed to new topics, 

resulting in new theories and methodologies and more radically from wider influences 

within and outside the social sciences, such as linguistics and literary and feminist theories 

and historical approaches (Zald 1996:252). 

 

8.6.5 One editor’s summing up of trends in the Administrative Science Quarterly 

An overview of organisation studies over those forty years by Palmer, then editor of the 

ASQ, also gave a confused picture.  He singled out the ASQ for being ‘relatively 

multidisciplinary in its orientation since its inception’ as opposed to the field of 

organisation studies in general, which, in the 1950s had been dominated by psychologists.  

The problem with such a conclusion, Palmer argued, was that one did not have any 

information on the articles that had been rejected, self-censored and not submitted 

Certainly Palmer was aware of complaints of certain types of scholarship being rejected by 

the ASQ and therefore discouraging authors from submitting their work to the journal.  

This could weight the evidence more in favour of traditional topics and methodologies 

(Palmer 2006). 

Palmer’s assessment nevertheless allowed for some eclecticism While many scholars 

followed the original editors’, Litchfield and Thompson’s wishes, some approaches took 

                                                      
177 The difference made by business schools may be one explanation for differences among 
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different paths, unknown or not practised in Litchfield and Thompson’s time (Palmer 

2006).  He undertook research to see whether the founding editors’ wishes had in fact been 

upheld in the manuscripts selected for publication in the ASQ.  He made a study of the 

authors given the ASQ Award for Scholarly Contributions between 1995 and 2006 to see 

what types of articles were accepted for publication.  As he pointed out, the weakness in 

this research was that one had only the papers chosen by the awards committees, not those 

that were passed over.  However from those papers it could be seen that from the very first 

year, the editors’ criteria had not been fully met, sometimes because of the presence of 

broader, more organisational approaches (Palmer 2006). 

Seven of the twelve papers did not consider the administrative process, but focussed on 

broader aspects of organisational behaviour (Palmer 2006).  Another criterion set by 

Litchfield and Thompson and germane to the issues in this chapter was that of paradigm 

homogeneity.  Palmer found very little paradigm-building in the papers he studied, and 

came to the conclusion that ‘the ASQ has not done much to promote increased paradigmatic 

homogeneity in recent years – which, of course, was not to say that it had fostered 

paradigmatic heterogeneity.’  Four of the twelve papers had used qualitative methods, 

confirming his view that while the ASQ allowed qualitative work, it nevertheless privileged 

quantitative-based research (Palmer 2006:544).  Ultimately, Palmer and other researchers 

claimed that there was an increasing use of ‘scientific’ or quantitative/statistical methods in 

the ASQ particularly by the late 1960s and into the 1970s, with a corresponding lower 

language variety and increasingly simple models.  Other authors sharing this view, 

according to Palmer included Boulding (1958), Daft (1980) and Zald (1993) (Palmer 2006). 

Daft (1980) however pointed out that this was by no means all encompassing.  In 1979 

there had been a special issue of the ASQ devoted to papers using a variety of qualitative 

methods.  And there were papers in the ASQ in favour of case study research using 

qualitative methods.  Clegg put forward a stronger counter-argument: alternative views 

were published mainly through special issues such as the one on Foucault in 1998 (Clegg 

2002).  The factors identified and analysed below tend to support arguments for an 

increasingly scientific, objectivist, quantitative-based scholarship in the second half of the 

twentieth century. 

 

                                                                                                                                                           

scholars about trends, in the UK as well as the US. 
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8.7 Explanations for differences in interpretations of scholarship in the 

Administrative Science Quarterly 

There are difficulties in arriving at a fully satisfactory evaluation of why there were these 

markedly different analyses regarding the kind of knowledge produced in the ASQ.  This is 

resonant with the problems discussed earlier concerning representations of Burns and 

Stalker’s text.  Just as there were differences in interpretations of Burns and Stalker’s 

original text, and different types of knowledge produced, so there were differences in 

interpretations as to what was permissible to be published in the ASQ, what was actually 

published and what the trends were. 

An evaluation of scholarship over a number of decades, using the opinions of so many 

scholars over the years, was highly likely to yield complex results, even with respect to one 

journal.  Weick argued that in a ‘low-paradigm’ field scholars would differ (Weick 

1996:309).  Palmer suggested ambiguities in editorial policy.  He argued that there was 

indeterminacy or conflicts of opinion as to what the editorial policy was and what was 

published in the ASQ.  In a ‘stock-taking’ of the criteria used in the ASQ for scholarly 

work, he asserted that editors were rigorously selected to evaluate scholars’ papers 

according to criteria approved by the founding editors.  But those were often ‘imprecise’ 

and guidelines to contributors and reviewers correspondingly vague, aside from editors and 

reviewers exercising independent judgment in their evaluations of manuscripts (Palmer 

2006:536). 

The criteria, whatever they were, remained ‘incompletely articulated and relatively 

unexamined’.  These criteria were either used as a guideline by subsequent editors or were 

opposed by them, generating worries that the ASQ’s community of scholars either ‘clung 

too closely to the vision of the journal’s founders or strayed too far from it’ (Palmer 

2006:536).  The fact that the first editors wanted scholars to develop a theory of 

administration using a ‘scientific’ methodology with models which evaluated empirical 

relationships, but were indifferent as to whether the analysis was quantitative or qualitative 

(Palmer 2006:538), may have been an additional ground for confusion This potential 

ambiguity about what counted as ‘scientific’, led to the inclusion in this dialectical circle of 

an investigation into definitions of science.178 

 

                                                      
178See chapter 9, sections 9.4, 9.5, 9.6. 
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8.7.1 Role of contingency theory 

One other source of confusion may have been to do with how contingency theory was 

defined, and whether it was seen as mainstream and current, or as increasingly outdated 

and limited to a restricted group of scholars.  An identification of contingency theory with 

objectivist approaches may have influenced the different interpretations of the type and 

prevalence of scholarship published in the ASQ.  As seen below, this was also an important 

factor in defining British scholarship more generally, particularly in the management 

accounting field.   

For many, contingency theory was regarded by definition as having a static approach to 

organisations with an emphasis on structure, models and statistical techniques (Daft 1980), 

and to have dominated organisation studies (Drazin & Van de Ven 1985).  Stern and Barley 

(1996), in their overview of ASQ scholarship over the previous 40 years, argued that 

contingency theory and the search for scientific respectability were reasons for a 

diminution of a broad social systems perspective.  March too in 1996 described 

contingency theory as involving static rules and institutions, which had became problematic 

for organisation theory (March 1996). 

 

8.7.2 Role of contingency theory in management accounting 

The way contingency theory has been regarded in management accounting scholarship has 

also influenced analyses of the trends in British management accounting research.  Hopper 

et al argued that the 1970s as well as being a period of considerable growth in British 

accounting research, also proved to be a watershed, with the introduction of behavioural 

and organizational approaches.  Dissatisfied with the ‘static and highly statistical survey 

methods prevailing in contingency theory’ researchers for this and other reasons such as 

the entry into accounting departments of social scientist, turned to case study research, 

organisation controls , politics and processes in organisations (Hopper et al 2001:273-274). 

A point in their analysis relevant to this argument (aside from the influences of opinions 

such as these on representations of Burns and Stalker’s work) is their assertion that 

contingency theory was among theories that ‘tended to be abandoned’, and that this in part 

made for an increasing divergence from North American scholarship (Hopper et al 

2001:275).  They saw contingency theory as marginalised, and therefore excluded it in their 



 

151 
 

assessment of trends in management accounting scholarship in the UK, which they claimed 

from the 1970s began to include more eclectic approaches than did North American 

scholarship.  Others, as seen above, had placed more importance on the continuing 

influence of objectivist contingency scholarship.  This again raises the broader issue of 

differences in evaluations as to what counts as knowledge in the academy, particularly in 

the organisation/management field, the question originally posed in the narrower context 

of representations of Burns and Stalker’s The Management of Innovation. 

 

8.8 Conclusions about scholarship in the Administrative Science Quarterly 

Ultimately it can be argued that the scholarship produced in the ASQ was predominantly 

objectivist, quantitative and narrower than more pluralist approaches.  This claim is 

strengthened by the fact that the alternative scholarship published in the ASQ was often 

written by eminent academics such as Simon and Mintzberg rather than more humble 

academics.  Also, many more broad-based eclectic views expressed in the ASQ were often 

in book reviews rather than in full articles.  Nevertheless, the most relevant point for this 

thesis is that rather than there being a rigid and universal conformism, there were 

substantial differences in the type of work published in the ASQ, and opportunities for 

scholars to submit alternative types of research. 

The multiplicity of views about what was published in the ASQ, and the different types of 

scholarship published in that journal have not fully answered the original question as to 

why so many of the representations and research applications of Burns and Stalker’s ideas 

were based on surveys often of senior managers, statistically analysed, instead of a broader 

more sociological, complementary approach with data collected from a larger cross-section 

of employees in the organisation and the inclusion of questions of politics, power and 

control.  Further reasons for the strength of objectivist approaches are suggested below.  

These concern mainly the academy in the US, but are relevant also to UK scholarship. 

 

8.9 Journal rankings 

One phenomenon that supports the view that ‘objectivist’, narrower scholarship has been 

more influential than eclectic approaches, has been the ranking of journals and the status, 

influence and resources ascribed to the most highly ranked and to those publishing in 
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them.  The hierarchisation of journals as markers of research prowess has contributed to 

the narrowing of content and methods in what is published in the highest ranked journals.  

Some of these journals’ editors, as well as requiring objectivist scholarship, also had a 

formula that required papers to be written according to a certain format in terms of 

methodology or content, which further developed homogeneity and hindered innovative 

ideas (Putnam 2009). 

Politically the hierarchisation of journals has led to pressures on academics to publish in 

the highest ranked journals, leading to work that has been subject to conformist criteria at 

the expense of originality and creativity in terms of content, format and method.  Adler and 

Harzing (2009) have claimed that the use of ranked journal lists 

“dramatically skews scholarship as it implicitly encourages conservative research that asks 
familiar questions using accepted methodologies rather than research addressing new, 
often controversial questions that are investigated using innovative methodologies.” (cited 
in Willmott 2011:431) 

Harzing is in a position to make a judgment on this as she has compiled and edited several 

versions of the Journal Quality List, an evaluation of journals in the fields of social science, 

economics, finance and other business subjects (Harzing 2013). 

Scholars, usually under the constraints associated with ‘publish or perish’, who have 

managed to publish in the higher ranked journals have enabled their institutions to enjoy 

more prestige, more resources and to attract better students (Bhagat 1979).  The 

academicians published in these journals are rewarded by recruitment, promotion and 

tenure (Willmott 2011).  Clegg has connected publishing outcomes in the ‘right places’, 

access to which are controlled by elite professors, with the granting of tenure (Clegg 2002).  

The screw is tightened further when new authors approach an editor or professor (who has 

served as a gatekeeper to the publisher) who knows their work personally, about getting 

into print.  Some 15 year earlier Salancik had estimated that in such circumstances the 

chances of the work being accepted rose to 1 in 3 (Salancik 1987). 

Journals have become ‘commodified’ in that publications are exchanged for the money and 

resources enjoyed by the institutions whose scholars write for the highest-ranking ones, 

with the likely result that the intellectual status quo is reinforced and new, innovative ideas 

marginalised.  These activities have been called ‘list fetishism’ – a situation where the 

publication outlet (the high ranked journal) is valued more for its place in the rankings than 

for the content of its articles and for the contributions of the scholars writing in it 
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(Willmott 2011:430).  The problem, as already mentioned, is that such journals have the 

power of attributing quality and legitimation to the scholarship in these journals.  Yet 

many, (eg Willmott 2011, Baum 2011) have argued that one cannot evaluate the worth of 

an article according to the ranking of the journal in which it is published, and that inferior 

papers have ridden on the backs of high ranked journals and have been evaluated 

unjustifiably highly. 

Because these ranking systems influence the distribution of resources in a university, it has 

a broader influence on what counts as academic work and what serves as legitimate 

knowledge.  Hogler and Gross argue that the commodification process is taken further in 

that high ranking journals mark what is the ‘dominant narrative’; appropriate ‘learning’ is 

produced for student consumers who ‘purchase’ a ‘defined quantum of knowledge’ which 

become ‘services’ to enhance their own careers (Hogler & Gross 2009:4)179. 

This can translate into Bourdieu’s concepts of capital – the ‘structure of the distribution of 

the forms of power’ (Bourdieu 1998:32).  Cultural and social capital – the power and 

position gained through belonging to certain networks, in this case professional networks, 

enables people to acquire potentially powerful symbolic capital (the power which 

consolidates other types of capital) and to seize ‘potential opportunities’ (Bourdieu 

1990:64).180 

 

8.10 Academic networks 

Social networks are all important.  Pfeffer, in his review of a book on organisational design, 

pointed out the close networking processes and influence shared by the editors and 

contributors to the book.  He described how in the l970s a unique niche was found at 

Carnegie-Mellon University by a group of scholars wanting to differentiate their work from 

the established Academy of Management and from the ASQ.  They developed a focus on 

design and design management; and organised among other things a conference, a book 

based on the conference and the editorship of an important journal.  Pfeffer showed that 

eight of the twelve contributors to the volume reviewed had studied or taught at only three 

institutions (Pfeffer 1977). 

                                                      

 
180 Bourdieu, when writing about the Kabyle, claims that ‘symbolic appropriation’ of their language 
and knowledge appropriates power in the group (Bourdieu 1990:110). 
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Various authors have pointed to editors working forj their own and their social networks’ 

advantage rather than for more intrinsic reasons.  According to Salancik, decisions are 

politicised, made by a small number of people who are allied to key members of the 

academic community.  Probably at its worst is the situation when 

“social science books are … often accepted for publication because a publisher’s editor 
knows someone in the field who said it was a good book.” (Salancik 1987:307) 

Clegg has supported this view in his criticism of what are considered robust research 

programmes – not those that are truly the most robust, but rather those which are ‘best 

located, resourced and publicized’.  Being funded by the most powerful patrons, they have 

wider symbolic capital (Clegg 2002:435). 

This process is further reinforced by academics citing articles based on papers written by 

members of the elite groups they are familiar with, potentially further strengthening the 

status and ranking of certain journals at the expense of others – a development predicted in 

the early 1970s and still current (Macdonald & Kam 2011). 

Such aspects of control and politics with regard to what has been written in journals has 

been analysed by Bourdieu in terms of his definition of a ‘field’ – a struggle in a social 

network among people possessing a sufficient amount of one of the kinds of capital to 

dominate the field (Bourdieu 1998:34).  Bourdieu describes fields in academe as exercising 

‘the most brutal constraints of the ordinary social world’, present in ‘state-of-the-art 

methods and knowledge’ (Bourdieu 1998:138-139).  Capital, in Bourdieu’s sense, is the 

power to control what is valued or not in any field.  It is clear that the academy and 

perhaps especially journal rankings can be understood in those terms. 

Such control is particularly important for academics who may, according to Bourdieu’s 

ideas, have cultural, social and symbolic capital).  Economic power is excluded as 

academics are weaker in the acquisition of this type of power (Bourdieu 1998).  Thus what 

becomes important in academic debate and politics is not so much about monetary 

resources, but about what legitimately constitutes a field of study: ‘discussion, refutation, 

and regulated dialogue’, and particularly positive and negative sanctions on individual 

‘products’.  These might be translated to include journals and the articles published in them 

(Bourdieu 1998:139).  Putnam points out that it is not only within the field that symbolic 

capital is attained by scholars.  For academic work is rated by outside bodies as well – for 

example the ranking of universities including the assessment of doctoral programmes; the 
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ranking of journals by outside arbiters such as the Thomson ISI Web of Knowledge in the 

US and the influence of external funding bodies (Putnam 2009). 

 

8.11 Universities 

Much has been written about what an ideal university would be.  Recently MacIntyre 

presented an idealised view of universities as a community of shared interests where 

‘practice’ constituted 

 “socially established cooperative human activity through which goods internal to that 
form of activity are realised in the course of trying to achieve those standards of excellence 
which are appropriate to, and partially definitive of, that form of activity, with the result 
that human powers to achieve excellence, and human conceptions of the ends and goods 
involved, are systematically extended” (MacIntyre 2007:187) 

But universities are also subject to strong political pressures to produce a certain kind of 

knowledge, though here too there are differences of opinion among scholars about the 

kind of knowledge produced.  Ladd and Lipset (1975), on the basis of extensive research of 

US academics in the late 1960s and early 1970s, postulated a wide diversity of American 

academics in terms of the type of university; the political and social context (this research 

was done in the wake of the campus crises in the 1960s); political persuasion; the different 

functions of the moment such as services to public or private sectors dependent partly on 

whether republican or democratic administrations were in office; and the possible influence 

by politics on different academic disciplines (Kadushin 1976). 

Ladd and Lipset (1975) found that social scientists were more liberal than natural scientists, 

who in turn were more liberal than those in engineering, business and law.  Creative 

professors were often disloyal to majority values and norms and thus tended to be 

progressive, liberal and leftist.  Others thought that the more leftist and therefore the more 

‘intellectual’ and theoretical, the more likely was the academician to be successful regarding 

publications, grants, top positions and government consultantships, whereas the more 

conservative professors were likely to be the more deprived (Kadushin 1976). 

Manns & March’s research, on the other hand, found a correlation between a scarcity of 

resources and conservative curricula, as an institution in such circumstances would be 

vulnerable to the student market and would put forward a curriculum seen as attractive to 

students.  But universities with strong reputations such as Stanford, where they had done 
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their research, were less likely to be pressured in terms of their curricula (Manns & March 

1978). 

Other pressures for conservatism were noted.  Like Manns and March (1978), Barley, 

Meyer & Gash (1988) claimed that declining economic productivity and competitiveness 

encouraged academics to adopt more managerialist agenda.  Another factor encouraging 

conventional scholarship was length of tenure.  It was argued that heads of department 

tended to be more conservative as they enjoyed longer tenure when there was high 

paradigm agreement, fewer diverse views and more conformity.  Scarcities of resources 

induced paradigm conformity as conflict would be reduced and politics could be used more 

freely in decision-making (Pfeffer & Moore 1980).  This again suggests that while there 

were examples of a diversity of approaches, there were strong pressures for conforming to 

more conservative, mainstream agenda. 

 

8.12 The influence of business schools 

8.12.1 US 

The discrepancies outlined between different views as to the nature of the scholarship in 

organisation studies including the types of publication in major journals such as the ASQ 

can also be partly explained in terms of where the scholarship originated.  Several writers 

have attributed an objectivist, managerialist turn to the establishment and influence of 

business schools in the US.  Ladd and Lipset’s (1975) linking of business faculties with 

engineering, and their assessment of engineering as being less liberal in approach, could 

lead one to expect business schools to be conservative, have high paradigm consensus, and 

constitute an objectivist influence on the research and methodologies selected (Kadushin 

1976). 

Also seen as a strong influence by the 1980s were corporate sponsors of business schools, 

promoting managerialist, functionalist scholarship focussed on practical problem-solving 

rather than on sociological understanding (Stern & Barley 1996).  These authors pointed to 

the hospitality which business schools in particular accorded organisation theorists seeking 

resources and power for their new discipline in hard-pressed sociology departments, whose 

anti-establishment approaches limited the acceptability of organisation scholars (Stern and 

Barley (1996).  Scott, however, disagreed with the idea that sociology departments were 

inhospitable, and argued that they took up ideas from organisation scholars, such as those 
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to do with structural issues of bureaucratisation, formalisation and rationalisation (Scott 

1996). 

Stern and Barley considered that entry by organisation theorists into US business schools 

had both ‘intended and unintended’ consequences (1996:154).  It had a negative effect on 

the sociological perspectives of the content of what was taught and also the methodologies 

used.  This resulted in a legitimation of different ontological and epistemological positions 

as to what constituted the ‘reality’ out there and therefore what counted as knowledge.  

The focus or object of inquiry shifted to commercial companies from previous interests in 

public service and government agencies, reinforced by corresponding career incentives for 

academics (Stern & Barley 1996). 

This new interest, Stern and Barley argued, was intentional in that some organisation 

scholars were looking for access to corporations.  What was unintentional, were pressures 

to deal with issues of immediate interest to those corporations rather than the ‘externalities’ 

of larger, systemic questions (Stern & Barley 1996:154).  The imperatives of funding also 

affected scholarship, and managers could shape research agenda through their prerogative 

to whom to award grants (Barely, Meyer & Gash 1988). 

Hinings and Greenwood (2002) writing about business schools in the US questioned 

whether professors located in and identifying primarily with their business school, could 

raise broader issues about the relationships between organisations and society, including 

the critical questions regarding power, privilege and disadvantage.  This could become even 

more problematic if professors also benefitted from organisations through working for 

them as consultants (Bartunek 2002). 

A situation reminiscent of mainstream representations of Burns and Stalker and laid at the 

door of the influence of business schools, has been described recently.  A study of 

Stinchcombe’s Social Structure and Organizations (1965) attributed its narrow and superficial 

representation and its ignoring of the relationships between organisational forms and social 

change, to the development of parochialism in the subject, including 

“the flow of disciplinary scholars into business schools, the development of a literary 
canon and a hierarchy of speciality journals, and the solidification of a professional identity 
under the umbrella of the Academy of Management.” (Sutton 2003:715) 
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More recently Ghoshal has argued that business school academics over the last half-

century have rejected romantic approaches which focussed on individual choice, action and 

achievement, in favour of scientific methods (Ghoshal 2007).  Not surprisingly therefore 

many were of the opinion that because scholarship had become more concerned with 

specific practical managerial issues than with broader sociological questions involving the 

understanding of social processes, management education had become politicised and its 

values enmeshed with corporate and free market values (Hogler & Gross 2009). 

Some scholars have argued that managerial approaches were strengthened by the 

importance given to organisation studies in MBA courses.  In business schools in the US, 

students were taught the need for tight control and the monitoring of people and 

competition in companies, including their suppliers, customers, employees and regulators, 

as well as their competitors (Ghoshal 2005).  Clegg attested to MBA students being hardly 

required to consider questions of power and performativity.  Instead, many curricula 

concentrated on profit and efficiency (Clegg 2002).  This then was extended to Ph.D 

programmes, where professors could build their own reputations or intellectual capital 

through encouraging their students to buy into the theories and research methods 

associated with themselves (Clegg 2002).  A further factor increasing managerial 

orientations in organisation studies was the fact that many organisation theorists 

themselves had studied to Ph.D level in business schools rather than in departments 

offering other disciplines where organisation studies were relevant, such as political science, 

industrial relations or sociology (Stern & Barley 1996). 

 

8.12.2 UK 

Interestingly, a contrary development happened in the UK in terms of business and 

management research and teaching.  In the late 1960s there was an expansion of this area 

in newly established business schools and in other English universities.  Business schools in 

the UK had a critical tradition to draw on, which had been much less the case in the US 

(Fournier & Grey 2000).  Alternative approaches were also encouraged by the fact that 

unlike in the US many scholars and courses were located in social science faculties (Hopper 

et al 2001).  In the 1970s, the growth of undergraduate accounting and business degrees led 

to expansion in the then polytechnics and civic universities.  These did not lead, as in the 
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case of US MBAs and Ph.Ds, to closer ties with business and to a corporatist focus on 

scholarship. 

In the 1980s the influence of the New Right in the UK led to cutbacks in social science 

departments, particularly in sociology.  The anti-sociological sentiments and actions against 

sociology departments under Mrs. Thatcher’s conservative government had the effect of 

closing many down altogether, and driving sociologists as well as organisation theorists into 

business schools.  An unintended consequence of this was that the entry of would be social 

science scholars into business schools encouraged a cross-fertilisation of management 

studies with critical social science scholarship (Fournier & Grey 2000).  Similarly critical 

non-accounting scholars were co-opted into accounting departments, spurred on by a rapid 

expansion of degrees in the business areas and the simultaneous deterioration in academic 

salaries relative to those in the private sector.  This often led to approaches more diverse 

than the managerialist scholarship outlined above, including the development of a strong 

critical and interdisciplinary tradition in many of these business schools (Hopper et al 2001). 

The influence of management accountants has been shown to be particularly relevant to 

representations of Burns and Stalker’s work.  Instances of their work have been mentioned, 

mainly as interpretations of The Management of Innovation from an objectivist view181.  Yet 

many management accountants developed different approaches.182  Because accounting 

data were central to economic and political debates and developments under Thatcherism 

around privatisation, industrial restructuring and changes to public sector management, 

management accountants, whatever their political orientation, realised that their research 

had to be located in a broader social, political, and institutional context.  Those who were 

more radical were stimulated to engage more directly with government policies more in 

European social democratic traditions (Hopper et al 2001).  The question must then be 

raised again as to why management accounting research based on Burns and Stalker’s book 

usually did not follow this direction, despite research using broader approaches being 

published in the same journals. 

 

                                                      
181 See eg chapter 5, section 5.5.2. 
182 See eg chapter 5, section 5.10. 
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8.13 Technological and curricular developments 

Technical and curricular developments from the 1950s served to strengthen objectivist, 

scientifically-based scholarship and curricula designed to support and legitimate managerial 

concerns.  Advances regarding the mainframe computer led to the language of cybernetics 

being adopted in managerial discourse.  Competition with the USSR in terms of the latter’s 

economic gains and political influence in developing countries, and the launching of the 

Sputnik, led to more attention and resources being put into science, engineering and their 

methods (Maher 2001).  Willmott explains this as a 

“scholarly tradition fashioned in North America during the Cold War at a time when 
academic rigor was conflated with respectability gained from prostration before a Method 
ascribed to the natural sciences, irrespective of the ontology of the phenomena under 

discussion.” (Willmott 2011:436) 

The Ford Foundation criticised business schools for their lack of coherence and rigour in 

the 1950s, and recommended MBA degrees as a prerequisite for managers, and more 

importantly, that curricula in business schools be ‘stiffened’ with statistics and quantitative 

methods (Barley & Kunda 1992:376, Maher 2001).  From these developments arose the 

new, more rational disciplines of operations research, management science and 

organisation theory.  Operations research used to solve military logistical problems spread 

to industry and to the application of quantitative techniques to the management issues of 

planning and control. 

All this influenced managerial discourse, which became increasingly distanced from the 

rhetoric of the human relations movement and closer to measurable knowledge, such as 

the setting of objectives and systems design to meet such objectives.  Barley and Kunda’s 

analysis was among those who claimed that contingency theory scholarship was 

managerialist.  Citing Luthans (1973) they asserted that Thompson (1967) and Lawrence 

and Lorsch (1967a) had suggested that organisation structures could be assured as adequate 

if they fitted it to their specific environments and technologies.  From Galbraith (1977) 

Barley and Kunda affirmed that 

“with an appropriately analytic orientation and knowledge of contingent relations, 
managers were led to believe that they could consciously design more effective firms by 
manipulating structures and decision processes” (Barley & Kunda 1992:377-378). 

The development of general systems theory in the 1960s had also bolstered the position of 

managers.  Because systems analysis was abstract, managers, unlike the functional expertise 

required of them by Taylor, needed only to have ‘general’ skills without needing to know 
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the details about a company.  And because details were not required, managers could apply 

their skills to almost any organisation and its problems.  A more extreme rationalist systems 

interpretation would absent both employees and also managers from organisation theory – 

‘as if the actions of employees and the decisions of managers were irrelevant to an 

organization’s fate’ (Barley & Kunda 1992:380). 

 

8.14 Disciplinary influences 

8.14.1 Organisation vs management studies 

The separation of disciplines between ‘organisation’ studies and managerial or practitioner 

perspectives was seen as another possible explanation for the development in differences 

among scholars in epistemological and methodological approaches, in emphasis and indeed 

in cultures.  Barley, Meyer and Gash argued that these differences stemmed from two 

approaches to the subject: academics’ and practitioners’ (Barley, Meyer & Gash 1988).  

Organisation studies was seen as a sub-branch of sociology and therefore concerned with 

broad societal issues, and with a more abstract and, in many cases, critical quest for 

knowledge about organisations and how they operated; while a managerialist agenda was 

more focussed on organisational, often corporatist problems needing solutions.  These 

differences would naturally lead to different conceptions of the subject, how it should be 

approached and what constituted its imperatives. 

However, as with other issues, the distinction is murky according to some writers.  Salancik 

claimed that these two approaches were confused in management textbooks.  Reviewing a 

popular management textbook by Hellriegel and Slocum (1974), Salancik defined 

management as concerned with practical, problem-solving activities, while organisational 

behaviour was about theoretical understandings of the social and psychological issues for 

individuals and organisations in economic and political contexts.  They were related to each 

other, with problem-solving likely to be more effective if based on an understanding of 

organisational and psychological processes.  Instead, theoretical perspectives were confused 

with management practice, and ideas about management were upgraded to the status of 

theory (Salancik 1975).  Clegg and Dunkerley (1980) also claimed confusion between these 

two approaches.  They put new schools of organisation theorists in the managerialist camp, 

attributing unwitting or witting motives to these theorists in providing a means of helping 
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managers in large corporations achieve their agenda – usually increased productivity and 

control (cited in Barley, Meyer & Gash 1988:25).  This question is developed in the next 

chapter in terms of the commensurability and incommensurability of different approaches 

in the organisation/management field.183 

Whatever separation there was of organisation studies from management studies, this has 

been played out in the different interpretations of Burns and Stalker’s book.  For the 

mainstream, the focus was on structure, something managers could relate to and manage; a 

change in structure was represented as unproblematic and as suggested in a previous 

chapter,184 with an implicit message that it was easily achievable and management’s 

prerogative to do so.  The caveats of Burns and Stalker about employee commitment, 

different individual and group interests and the challenges faced by chief executives, which 

took up the largest part of the book and which constituted a challenge to managerial 

power, were omitted, but could well have been the subjects of more sociological 

approaches. 

 

8.14.2 Influence of economics 

Ferraro, Pfeffer & Sutton (2005) among others have regarded economics as the most 

dominant discipline in the social sciences, influencing other disciplines, including 

organisation studies.  This influence on organisation studies, it has been claimed by many, 

has been crucial for some of the directions taken in that discipline.  In a survey of the 

subject from the 1970s onward Clegg argued that organisation theory had become 

increasingly influenced by economic, biological and engineering models at the expense of a 

sociological model in which people in organisations were constructed as discursive beings, 

influenced by and influencing power relations through their several rationalities (Clegg 

2002).  It was the economists who 

“have done most to uncouple and abandon sociological questions, especially those 
centered on power.” (Clegg 2002:432) 

The transaction cost approach was the basis of the influence of economics and what was 

so powerful in terms of its influence on organisational scholarship was 

                                                      
183 Chapter 9, especially section 9.15. 
184 Chapter 5, section 5.5.2. 
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“its sociological disinterest, shown by its derivation of theory from market auspices and its 
resolute blindness to empirical matters of power and politics in organizational structuring.” 
(Clegg 2002:432) 

Palmer pointed to the growing influence of research methods using measurable variables 

and increased mathematical formalism, derived inter alia from economics (Palmer 2006).  

Marsden characterised the ontology of economics as ‘empiricist’, which limited objects of 

knowledge to the observable, and conceived 

“the social as a series of empirical regularities among a mass of atomistic individuals, events 
and things.  Blind to their non-empirical connections, economics abstracts individuals from 
their social context to form ‘homo economicus’” (Marsden 2005:142) 

The other influence economics is thought to have had on organisation studies is in its 

prescriptiveness.  One of the core economics assumptions – that people will behave in self-

interested ways – also serves as a norm about how people should behave (Ferraro, Pfeffer 

& Sutton 2005).  An interesting anomaly in relation to representations of Burns and Stalker 

and probably of many other theorists is that this core concept in economics, namely that of 

self interest, which Burns and Stalker saw as a potential obstruction to managers instituting 

organic structures, is not mentioned in mainstream representations and applications of 

their ideas.  Rather the opposite is implied. 

 

8.15 Tropes in academic discourse 

Some have claimed that ideas in the social sciences engage the attention of their academic 

or practitioner audience more because they are interesting than because they are true 

(Ferraro, Pfeffer & Sutton 2005).  Similarly particular uses of language, such as metaphors 

and other tropes, can engage attention and shape how reality is constructed for readers.  

Metaphors can be reified and treated as the real thing, offering normative and ideological 

markers (Berger and Luckmann 1966).  Theories can be turned to slogans or into 

‘canonical masterpieces’ by talented expositions (DiMaggio (1995:396).  ‘Compelling visual 

imagery’ may be abstracted from empirical reality, and may move beyond any empirical 

data.  This may result in fictional constructs which nevertheless demand of its audience to 

‘join an author in a kind of make-believe’ that has no basis in experience (Astley 1985:502). 

At a more detailed level and what some might see as more to do with ‘spin’ than with 

substance, are catchy phrases that concentrate minds, and result in them becoming the 

crucial element of the book or paper.  Atkinson (1984) examined various rhetorical devices 
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used by politicians, which he described as ‘designed to catch applause’.  One of his ideas 

was what he called ‘claptrap’, by which he meant techniques which struck a chord with the 

public (Atkinson 1984:48).  One of the most effective forms of claptrap was contrastive 

pairs.  Atkinson wrote specifically about political debate, but his ideas are equally applicable 

to scholarly debate, which, it is argued here, is in any case also political.  Atkinson claimed 

that a contrast between two items was “an extraordinarily adaptable and widely used 

technique for packaging and delivering applaudable messages” (Atkinson 1984:73).  

Although the terms ‘mechanistic’ and ‘organic’ were by no means tricks and not intended 

for a live audience, the point is that of all the argument put by Burns and Stalker these two 

words were the ones that stuck.  The ‘mechanistic’/‘organic’ polarity is the element that 

through the decades has been seized on and remained representative of the kernel of their 

book. 

Morgan has pointed out that one of the major metaphors in organisation theory is that of 

the organism – meaning a system of connected and interdependent parts.  Its other aspect 

is this system or combination of parts attempting to survive in a wider environment.  

Morgan regarded the term ‘organism’ as having a ‘strong and clear’ link with much 

organisation theory.  He gave Burns and Stalker’s theory as one example of the 

development of this metaphor, which emphasises the idea that the organisation is in an 

open environment, being in a constant situation of flux in its interactions with its 

environment (Morgan 1980:614). 

Burns and Stalker’s ideas have also been party to another type of fictionalisation – their use 

of mechanistic and organic systems as ideal types, widely used by theorists.  Astley regarded 

such descriptions as ‘intentional fictionalizations of the reality under examination’ and 

intended to accentuate the attributes analysed by the authors (Astley 1985:502).  He quoted 

Weber regarding the partiality and imaginary character of ideal types: 

“An ideal type is formed by the one-sided accumulation of one or more points of view and 
by the synthesis of a great many diffuse, discrete …concrete individual phenomena, which 
are arranged according to those one-sided emphasized viewpoints into a unified analytical 
construct.  In its conceptual purity, this mental construct cannot be found anywhere in 
reality.” (Weber 1963:398 cited in Astley 1985:502-3) 

It would be interesting to know whether such fictionalisation was intended by Burns and 

Stalker, or whether it was used as an analytical tool to highlight different organisation 

structures.  The more interesting question perhaps is whether mainstream scholars 
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attracted by the mechanistic/organic ideal types, were engaging in fictionalisation, 

intentional or otherwise. 

Pre-existing expectations and assumptions without paying careful attention to the text can 

also lead to a kind of fictionalisation.  DiMaggio and Powell’s (1983) disseminated idea that 

organisations have a tendency to resemble each other was claimed by DiMaggio to be 

inaccurate.  The central idea in their own work, that it was the role of inter-organisational 

networks in institutional theory that drove organisations to become more like one another, 

was wiped out, and within a few years their paper had become ‘a kind of ritual citation’.  

The view propounded was ‘that, well, organizations are kind of wacky, and (despite the 

presence of “collective rationality” in the paper’s subtitle) people are never rational’ – not 

what had been written in the original paper (DiMaggio 1995:395). 

 

8.16 Conclusion 

This chapter is the first in the second dialectical circle,185 which focusses on possible 

explanations for the fact that in much mainstream scholarship a certain view was taken of 

The Management of Innovation.  In this chapter centred on the academy, the answer as to why 

representations of Burns and Stalker’s ideas mainly took a narrower, more functionalist or 

managerialist approach has been shown to be complex.  The idea that the explanations can 

be found wholly in the ideologies and practices of journal editors has been inadequate.  

What was published in one of the eminent mainstream US journals, the ASQ, has been 

shown to contain some eclecticism, encompassing various sociological approaches and 

methodologies.  The continuing dominance of objectivist approaches in that and other 

journals, however, may be a partial explanation. 

Other reasons have been suggested, centering on journal rankings in the academy, the role 

of business schools, the influence of economics and wider social and political influences, 

which have served primarily to legitimate an objectivist and managerialist ideology.  They 

have served to underwrite managerial authority as all powerful in delivering its strategies; to 

accord formal structures a reality which alone could bring those strategies to fruition and to 

ignore informal behaviours - behaviours which might be inconsistent with such policies. 

                                                      
185 See chapter 3, section 3.6.2. 
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These factors can be related back to problems about representation raised in chapter 5.  

One of the factors to be taken into account lay with the researchers themselves.  Here 

ambition, struggles for status and rewards and pressures on scholars, bear out Bourdieu’s 

view of the ‘field’ being the site of constant struggles for scholars for cultural, social, 

political and symbolic capital (Bourdieu 1998).  The rewards in the academy have been 

shown to be awarded largely to scholars following conventional, objectivist approaches, 

and may have been, as has been argued by some authors such as Burrell and Morgan 

(1979), strong influences on mainstream representations of contingency theories including 

Burns and Stalker’s book.  If these conclusions are generalisable to the representation and 

research applications of other texts in the organisation, management and management 

accounting areas, as has been suggested,186 the epistemological and other implications are 

wide. 

Leaving external governmental pressures187 aside, the question still persists as to why the 

academy, including its journal editors, scholars, departmental heads and other players in the 

academy chose to continue to legitimate the functionalist paradigm with its objectivist 

focus and empirical, quantitative-based methodologies, given the alternative approaches 

and methodologies available, which could have been complementary to prevalent 

scholarship and together produced richer and more practically valuable results.188  The 

search for further explanations is carried forward to the next chapter in which more 

fundamental bases for objectivist, quantitative-based scholarship are investigated and 

deeper explanation offered for the direction of mainstream scholarship in the last half-

century. 

                                                      
186 See chapter 2. 
187 See above chapter 8, sections 8.12, 8.13. 
188 There was still a substantial amount of objectivist scholarship in the UK, particularly in relation 
to representations and research applications of contingency theories, including Burns and Stalker’s.  
This is discussed in chapter 9. 
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Chapter 9 

 

Dialectical oppositions in organisation, management and management 

accounting: science vs scientificity and commensurability vs incommensurability 

 

9.1 Summary 

The previous chapter was the first in the second dialectical circle dealing with explanations 

for the prevalence of dominant scholarship in the organisation/management field, 

characterised as objectivist, scientific and positivist.189  It was suggested they stemmed from 

the academy: journal editors’ stipulations; the rankings of journals and their effect on the 

type of scholarship produced; institutional and political pressures on individuals and 

universities; the influence of business schools and their sponsors and the influence of other 

disciplines, particularly economics. 

The question, however, still remains as to why these influential academicians and 

institutional managers held such a strong preference for this type of scholarship, given 

other, arguably complementary approaches that together might have made for richer, more 

inclusive knowledge.  In this chapter deeper reasons are suggested that are connected with 

concepts underpinning objectivist approaches.  One set of issues is linked to definitions of 

key concepts in the natural as well as in the social sciences, and their consequent 

legitimation as the dominant cannon in organisation/management studies.  Examples of 

different types of knowledge are presented and analysed.  Dialectical oppositions 

constructed between different approaches are then examined through 

commensurability/incommensurability debates regarding scholarship in these areas.  

Arising from these issues, suggestions are made for a more inclusive, more totalising 

scholarship. 

 

9.2 Introduction 

One of the unexpected findings, when seeking explanations for the type of scholarship 

used in mainstream representations of Burns and Stalker’s book and in other scholarship in 

                                                      
189 See footnotes 17 and 139 for definitions of positivism. 
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the organisation/management field, had been the different interpretations regarding the 

types of scholarship published in the Administrative Science Quarterly (ASQ), by authors 

writing in that journal.  There were evaluations, written in the ASQ, that papers accepted 

for publication were objectivist, scientific or positivist, and there were likewise opinions in 

that journal that the scholarship in it was more pluralist, as outlined in the previous 

chapter.  There were similar differences of opinion regarding the trends.   

Throughout, certain issues underpinning these mainstream choices and the debates around 

them became evident.  It was suggested that some of the reasons for this were ambiguities 

in what the original editors wanted (Palmer 2006), and also that the role and status of 

structural contingency theory, which was being used as a benchmark for 

organisation/management studies in general, was regarded by some as major, and by others 

as increasingly marginal.190  This chapter deals with more fundamental issues that may have 

inspired these differences in interpretation and also influenced the direction of mainstream 

scholarship.  It is therefore relevant also to representations of The Management of Innovation. 

There was a lack of clarity and an ambiguity in the understanding and construction of 

certain terms which were key to defining what constituted valid and desirable scholarship.  

The terms selected here that may have been instrumental in leading to different 

interpretations of what was regarded as legitimate knowledge are ‘scientific’ and ‘positivist’.  

In this chapter definitions of these terms are examined in relation to the notion and 

legitimation of objectivist scholarship and its distancing from subjectivist approaches.  The 

first set of concepts has generally been interpreted by mainstream scholars and others who 

have had the power to influence the direction of scholarship and what counts as 

knowledge, as being measurable and quantitative, uninfluenced by human consciousness 

and agency, with subjectivist, interpretive approaches excluded.  The exclusivity of these 

approaches has been further strengthened by the concept of ‘incommensurability’. 

Definitions of what counts as science are explored and alternative views of science and 

scientific method held by scientists, historians of science and sociologists are outlined.  

Examples of objectivist research in Accounting, Organizations and Society (AOS) are then 

analysed in terms of the kind of knowledge offered and also excluded.  This is compared 

with a broader-based article, also in AOS, and it is argued that the knowledge in it is fuller 

because it includes analyses of processes, the influence of people and where and why 

                                                      
190

 See chapter 8, section 8.7.1. 
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certain strategies resulted in success or failure.  It is suggested that this would be 

complementary to the type of objectivist research presented.  Definitions of scientific and 

positivist are then linked to constructs of commensurability and incommensurability 

between different approaches in organisation/management studies and more broadly in the 

social sciences.  The question then put is to what extent there has been an unnecessary 

curtailing of the content and approaches of scholarship in the organisation/management 

field over the last fifty and more years through the upholding of incommensurability 

between the different paradigms and the knowledge produced in each. 

 

9.3 Dialectical oppositions in knowledge 

Scholarship in the areas of organisation and management studies, and according to 

Bourdieu in the social sciences more generally, has largely been dichotomised 

ontologically, epistemologically; and in terms of research, methodologically, between 

apparently irreconcilable dialectical opposites.  Ontologically the division has been 

between the objectivist premise that ‘reality’ has a concrete existence independent of 

human agency, and at the other extreme, the subjectivist view that reality is in individuals’ 

consciousness, with social communication enabling the sharing of this reality with others 

(Bourdieu 1990:124).  This chapter uses certan definitions by historians and philosophers 

of science to show that the terms scientific and positivist, closely linked with objectivist 

scholarship, have included broader definitions which could serve to bridge this dialectical 

divide.  This has implications for the type of knowledge produced and legitimated in 

mainstream journals and textbooks for over half a century, and for the possibility of a 

more encompassing, complementary knowledge in the future. 

 

9.3.1 Objectivist knowledge 

Amongst the fiercest proponents of objectivist approaches have been positivist schools of 

knowledge (Reiter & Williams 2002).  They have sought to produce knowledge that is 

value-free, and to describe the world as it is with no reference to normative value 

judgements.  An extreme version of positivism, which became common currency in much 

social science research and was identified with positivism more generally is logical 

positivism.  This was a school of thought in the 1920s and 1930s known as the ‘Vienna 
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Circle’, which comprised a group of philosophers, mathematicians and scientists.  They 

regarded true knowledge as knowledge that was properly scientific attained through a 

radical empiricism which recognised only observable elements acquired through sense 

data, and a formal, mathematically formulated logic.  What was regarded as valid, scientific 

knowledge had to be verifiable through experience.  The mainstay of this was sampling, 

scaling and statistical analysis.  Other information was nonsensical and cognitively 

insignificant.  Science was value-free and there was no place for theory or the logic of 

deduction (Turner 2001). 

According to Halfpenny (2001) Neurath, an eminent philosopher of science and one of 

the leading members of the Vienna Circle had the view that sociology, to be accepted as a 

science, needed to engage in scientific methods of inquiry: to establish regularities between 

observables in order eventually to connect all logically compatible laws into a unified 

science.  Social forces had no place in this approach, nor did metaphysical (mental) events.  

Methods based on these ideas were continued long into the twentieth century despite the 

fact that logical positivism had begun to come under sustained attack from the Frankfurt 

school and others from the middle of the twentieth century, and also from its own 

supporters because of internal contradictions (Halfpenny 2001).   

 

9.3.2 Subjectivist knowledge 

Interpretive approaches (an umbrella concept for various subjectivist approaches such as 

phenomenology, hermeneutics, symbolic interactionism and ethnomethodology) were, 

according to Hatch and Yanow (2003), developed as rebuttals to logical positivism.191 The 

idea that the social world could be understood and studied in the same way as the natural 

and physical worlds was refuted.  Central to human studies was the idea that knowledge 

could only be acquired through an understanding of the human subjects involved - an 

understanding of the shared meanings and interpretive frameworks through which people 

made sense of their situations and actions (Halfpenny 2001).  Bourdieu describes these 

approaches as ‘constructivist’, whose tenets, unlike an empiricist theory that knowledge is 

produced from reality, are that objects are identified only through an act of construction 

on the part of people (Bourdieu 1993:54). 

                                                      
191 The interpretive paradigm according to Burrell and Morgan’s (1979) construction has been 
outlined in chapter 7, section 7.8. 
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This difference in what counts as valid knowledge also has an effect on what are 

considered to be valid research methods.  Instead of objective social processes outside the 

consciousness and opinion of human subjects being studied, interpretive methodologies 

are about documenting actors’ own understandings of their situations and the meanings 

they give to them.  They are about interpreting sense perceptions rather than an 

‘uninterpreted grasping of them’ (Hatch & Yanow 2003:67).   

The researcher, rather than being a neutral and impartial observer, is subject to the same 

‘meaning-making’; reality may be construed differently by different people in a world of 

potentially multiple interpretations of multiple realities.  Researchers, because of their own 

situatedness are regarded as influencing the research process and the knowledge produced.  

This necessitates the additional requirement of reflexivity by the researcher on the way 

research results have been arrived at (Hatch & Yanow 2003:67). 

The notion of multiple possible meanings is compounded by Wittgenstein’s idea that 

language serves multiple functions and creates several realities rather than reflecting an 

external, objective world.  This has encouraged research methods that are ideographic, 

seeking in-depth knowledge about the meanings that are continually being constructed by 

people about their milieux and their activities.  Examples are participant observation and 

in-depth interviews (Halfpenny 2001).  Hatch and Yanow conclude that according to 

interpretive approaches ‘all knowledge is interpretive, and interpretation (of acts, language 

and objects) is the only method appropriate to the human, social world.’ (Hatch & Yanow 

2003:71). 

 

9.4 Dialectical oppositions in organisation/management studies 

In the organisation/management fields there is a similar dialectic through the construction 

of similar dichotomies in approach.  One might have expected objectivist claims to be 

weaker with regard to research in the social sciences.  Yet, as the evidence has shown, this 

is not the case.  There has been a push for credibility on the grounds of being scientific and 

following natural science methodologies.  Objectivist scholarship was prevalent, 

particularly in the US.192  In keeping with the sharp distinctions presented earlier between 

objectivist and subjectivist approaches, scholars analysing this field usually did so in terms 

                                                      
192 See chapter 8, passim. 
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of a dialectical opposition between objectivist, rationalist scholarship and subjectivist, 

interpretive approaches.  Structure, as argued in previous chapters, was all-important in 

objectivist interpretations of contingency theories of organisations. 

Durkheim’s notions of mechanistic and organic solidarity were translated into divisions 

between normative and rational ideologies of control, the latter being regarded by some as 

scientific.  Barley, Meyer & Gash (1988) distinguished between culture or interpretive-

driven approaches, coming from the academicians’ stable, as against rational strategies, 

influenced by practitioners in the field.  Clegg compared social practices, in this case moral 

responsibility and interpretive subjects, with the ‘natural laws of science’ played out 

through concepts such as efficiency, effectiveness, rationalization and structural adjustment 

(Clegg 2002:430-431).  And Hinings and Greenwood (2002) counterposed problem-solving 

underpinned by considerations of power, and privilege with managerial questions of 

efficiency in organisational design and change. 

Objectivist subject matter constituted environmental conditions and organisation size and 

structure – all seen as being outside the purview of individuals.  In this camp Donaldson, a 

prolific writer on contingency theory, in 1996 contrasted organisational structure with 

organisational members’ consciousness.  He asserted that ‘the key to the explanation of 

organizational structure does not lie in the consciousness of the organizational inhabitants’.  

These organisational inhabitants did not have freedom of choice in what they did; rather it 

was up to managers to choose an appropriate structure based on contingencies such as 

organisational size, technology and environmental stability.  Some employees would not 

even be able to be in a position to make such decisions as they ‘may even be quite unable 

to comprehend the exact nature of the present organizational structure’ (Donaldson 

1996:172).  In 2003 Donaldson affirmed that although decisions of social actors were not 

precluded from having an effect, these had little relevance as what would override their 

ideas was the ‘logic of functionalism’.  Accordingly decisions were made according to 

effectiveness and functionality (Donaldson 2003:44).  Such a dichotomy cuts to the heart 

of theoretical divisions in organisational theory.  These differences have been regarded as 

leading to a separation of disciplines between ‘organisation’ studies and managerial or 

practitioner perspectives.193 

 

                                                      
193 See previous chapter 8, section 8.14.1. 
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9.4.1 Methodological dichotomies 

This dialectic has been transported into objectivist/subjectivist methodologies.  Many have 

asserted that the objective was to develop a scientific methodology using quantitative and 

analytic methods as were used in the natural sciences (Palmer 2006, Hogler & Gross 2009).  

Marsden talks of positivism functioning as a ‘hegemonic’ method shaping the scope and 

content of organisation studies, through a focus on formal structure, measuring regularities 

in organisations such as behavioural regularities within a particular space and time 

(Marsden 2005:141).  Such positivist methods and objects of inquiry have been considered 

by much of the academic establishment as superior, as has been seen to be the case in 

research papers using Burns and Stalker’s ideas and in the emphasis on structure in 

textbook representations of Burns and Stalker’s book.194 

Subjectivity, it is claimed, is minimised through the positing and testing of hypotheses 

through the mathematical analysis of data.  Verifiability, the basis of empirical research, 

thus provides a sound methodology – sounder than any ‘normative’ research ‘that makes 

moral, philosphical, or emotional appeals to the academic community’ (Hogler & Gross 

2009:13-14).  The implications of this as has been seen from the evidence in relation to 

representations of Burns and Stalker, are that the study of organisations and what is valid 

epistemological knowledge about organisations is limited to what is considered to be 

observable and measurable, namely structure and control systems; what is left out are the 

human and political factors of social relations and power (Marsden 2005). 

 

9.5 Broader views on scientific knowledge 

The notion of what is science and what counts as scientific method has constituted a 

complex and longstanding debate among scholars with regard to the natural and also the 

social sciences.  The definition of what is ‘scientific’ has had a wide variation of 

interpretations - from ones concerned with quantitative, empirical scholarship to inclusive 

approaches encompassing relationships in the social world.  With regard to positivism too, 

it is argued below that the definitions given above and held by many scholars are overly 

narrow compared with positivism’s early founder-theorists.  It is thus important to unpack 

definitions of these concepts, which have played such a large part in framing, delimiting 

                                                      
194 See eg chapters 4, 5, 6, 7. 
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and legitimating scholarship in the organisation/management areas and management 

accounting areas. 

Kuhn (1970), Hanson (1972), Feyerabend (1993) and Bourdieu (1990) have expressed 

different, broader views about what constitutes science and its practices.  Kuhn, in his 

book on scientific revolutions, defined science as ‘any field in which progress is marked’ 

(Kuhn 1970:162).  Science was to do with solving problems concerned with the ‘behaviour 

of nature’ (Kuhn 1970:168).195  Both Kuhn and Feyerabend argued that science was not 

about steadily increasing the sum total of knowledge196 through ‘experiment and 

observation kept in order by lasting rational standards’ or by ‘strict and unchangeable rules’ 

(Feyerabend 1993:xi, 11).  In fact, quite the opposite pertained.  Kuhn described the 

scientific revolutions he was writing about as ‘non-cumulative developmental episodes’ 

(Kuhn 1970:92).  For Kuhn the transition to a new paradigm involved new questions, new 

solutions and new ways of handling data - they constituted a set of different relationships 

in a new framework – a process an historian had described as ‘picking up the other end of 

the stick’ (Kuhn 1970:85).  Science needed people who were ‘adaptable and inventive, not 

rigid imitators of ‘established’ behavioural patterns’ (Feyerabend 1993:159). 

Kuhn disputed positivist views that the natural sciences were concerned with 

generalisations or universal laws.  Scientific procedures were not uniform.  A new paradigm 

produced new theoretical generalisations, new methods and applications.  If existing 

scientific laws were followed using the same concepts and theories, this would impose a 

limitation on scientific progress – problems would be circumscribed in keeping with 

existing assumptions, as would acceptable solutions, thereby inhibiting scientific 

development (Kuhn 1970).197  Feyerabend echoed this.  Procedures successful at one time 

could play ‘havoc’ at another (Feyerabend 1993:1).  Feyerabend went further, claimimg that 

all methodologies were limited and that pluralistic methods were needed.  He suggested 

comparing theories with other theories rather than with ‘experience’, ‘data’ and facts.  He 

                                                      
195 Criticisms of Kuhn have been discussed above, see footnote 108. 
196 Extreme functionalist, particularly positivist views held that knowledge was cumulative and 
acquired through scientific methods which would add to the total knowledge about the external 
world an idea refuted strongly by Feyerabend 1993:21).  
197 Some of the examples given below could be said to be concerned with justifying their research 
in terms of existing assumptions and theories 
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suggested improving rather than discarding alternatives (Feyerabend 1993:33).  This is 

relevant to questions of incommensurability discussed later.198 

One of the most common assumptions about scientific method, as mentioned above, is 

that the methods used in the natural sciences necessitated quantitative variables and 

statistical analyses.  Yet no mention appears to have been made in Kuhn’s work about the 

need for such methods.  Kuhn did not regard qualitative and quantitative scholarship as 

incommensurable.  Quite the reverse.  He mentioned Joule’s experiments as an example of 

how the two were interdependent.  Quantitative laws often emerged through paradigm 

articulation, which Kuhn regarded as qualitative.  He asserted that 

“… so general and so close is the relation between qualitative paradigm and quantitative 
law that, since Galileo, such laws have often been correctly guessed with the aid of a 
paradigm years before apparatus could be designed for their experimental 
 determination.” (Kuhn 19780:29) 

Kuhn separated logical and mathematical manipulations from meaning and application, 

arguing that common use of the former did not necessarily imply agreement (Kuhn 1970).  

For Feyerabend quantification, even of scientific subjects, was not always successful.  He 

gave an example of difficulties using quantification ‘in one of the apparently most 

quantitative of all sciences, celestial mechanics … [which] was replaced by qualitative 

(topological) considerations’ (Feyerabend 1993:2). 

The idea that science is value-free, describing the world with no reference to normative 

value judgements and uninfluenced by human consciousness has also been challenged.  

Kuhn made great play of the importance of the scientific community and its consensus 

regarding the activities of scientists in its group.  The group was important in deciding how 

science should be practised: the paradigm to be worked from; what counted as relevant and 

valid scientific problems to be investigated; what were regarded as acceptable solutions; 

and what constituted scientific achievement (Kuhn 1970). 

Neutrality in the scientific researcher has also been challenged.  According to the 

philosopher of science, Hanson, an observer could influence what was observed and 

therefore influence the results of an experiment, because of her own background 

knowledge and assumptions.  Hanson gave as an example the astronomers Tycho Brahe 

and Kepler, who, watching the dawn, would interpret it in different ways: the sun moving 

                                                      
198 See chapter 9, sections 9.14, 9.15. 
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above the horizon or the earth rotating away to reveal the sun.  Hanson argued that they 

would hold these different accounts of the dawn not because of the difference in the data 

but because of ‘ex post facto interpretations of what is seen’ (Hanson 1972:8). 

Chia (1996) argued that the natural sciences had long abandoned the idea of neutral 

observation with the introduction of Einstein’s theory of relativity, Heisenberg’s principle 

of ‘indeterminacy’ and Bohr’s quantum postulate.  This raises questions as to whether the 

kind of objectivist research referred to in relation to applications of Burns and Stalker’s 

ideas can be claimed to be value-free and neutral.  This is addressed below in connection 

with two research papers from AOS.199 

Refutations of narrower views of what is scientific in relation to the social sciences more 

generally have been made by Bourdieu, among others.  He had a much broader view of 

science than tried and tested techniques and models: 

“scientific practice never takes the form of an inevitable sequence of miraculous 

intellectual acts, except in methodology manuals ….  [It requires] the long effort … which 

little by little leads to the conversion of one’s whole view of action and the social world that is 

presupposed by ‘observation’of facts that are totally new because they were totally invisible 

to the previous view ….” (Bourdieu 1990:16) (emphasis original). 

Bourdieu’s critique has queried the validity of what he called ‘scientificity’ in the social 

sciences: sociology fell into epistemological errors the natural sciences were no longer 

prone to, and it often uncritically adopted the most naïve signs of scientific legitimacy: 

“The mania for methodology or the thirst for the latest refinements of componential 
analysis, graph theory, or matrix calculus assume the same ostentatious function as 
recourse to prestigious labels or fascinated attachment to the instruments - questionnaires 
or computers - most likely to symbolise the specificity of the craft and its scientific 
quality.” (Bourdieu et al 1991:70-71) 

Bourdieu concluded that so called scientific research in the social sciences did not in fact 

meet the criteria of what might be regarded as scientific.  He evaluated much sociological 

positivist research as more to do with ‘scientificity’ than with empirical rigour and 

scientific legitimacy.  It was lacking in the painstaking ‘construction of the object’ whose 

‘real logic’ was not in accordance with a ‘socially sanctioned epistemology’, but one which 

had to be continually corrected and reconstructed in terms of its relational and spatial 

context, with presuppositions and relationships consciously examined (Krais 1991:252, 

253).  Bourdieu thought that the most important thing was ‘constructing the object’, which 

                                                      
199 See chapter 9, section 9.8. 
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was not done once and for all at the beginning, but continued throughout the research 

‘through a multitude of small corrections’ from different perspectives (Krais 1991:252, 

253). 

 

9.6 Broader positivist approaches 

Original concepts of positivism were likewise broader-based than later interpretations and 

applications.  Comte advocated a ‘positive’ science based on ‘empirical observations … to 

generate and test abstract laws of human organization’ (Turner 2001:31).  However for 

Comte this did not mean ‘raw empiricism’ with the use of ‘hard’ methods and quantitative 

methodologies alone.  Comte believed that facts were underpinned by theories, which 

were needed alongside empirical enquiry and that positivism could not be equated with 

empiricism (Turner 2001:33).  Positivism was, according to Comte, about discovering 

fundamental properties of human organisation and the abstract laws governing these 

properties (Turner 2001). 

Methodologically, Comte recognised observation, which required statistical and dynamic 

analyses of social forces, and experimentation regarding the interruptions to social 

organisms by social pathologies.  Significantly, this also required moral judgment as to 

what was normal and what was not.  Comparison was one of the methodologies Comte 

advocated - a comparison between the structure and dynamics of different societies, social 

forms and past and present forms of social organisation with the aim of establishing the 

fundamental properties of human society.  Historical analysis was also required to examine 

structural arrangements across history, again to establish the laws of human organisation 

(Turner 2001). 

This is different from later, narrower interpretations of positivism, which Turner has 

described as ‘a gross distortion of what Comte intended’ (Turner 2001:33).  Halfpenny 

(2001) has argued that separate strands in Comte’s ideas were selectively used.  The 

influence of the ‘Vienna Circle’ was towards a narrow empiricism that Comte had rejected.  

This narrower interpretation of what constitutes positivist scholarship has had far-reaching 

implications for how research has been carried out and knowledge produced in the social 

sciences, including in mainstream representations of Burns and Stalker’s ideas in the 

organisation/management literature. 
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9.7 Implications of broader scientific/positivist definitions 

 
These arguments raise questions about what has standardly been regarded as scientific and 

positivist; about what has counted as valid scholarship and also about the dichotomies 

constructed between ‘objectivist’ and ‘subjectivist’ approaches in organisation/ 

management and management accounting studies, and more widely in the social sciences.  

Such questions challenge the boundaries, standards and objectivities of science, which in 

turn raises questions about the differences and boundaries between scientific and other 

forms of scholarship.  Questions about incommensurability between different approaches 

then also become germane to this debate.200 

Broader views about science challenge the values aspired to by objectivist scholars, such as 

science being value-free, neutral and underpinned by quantification.  Subjectivist elements 

are not only seen as acceptable, but in certain situations as necessary.  Conversely, many 

objectivist approaches in the organisation/management field, can be included in Bourdieu’s 

criticisms for giving the appearance of being scientific, but in fact lacking in rigour.201 

Similar issues arise with regard to definitions and practices of positivism. 

These broader definitions of scientific and positivist knowledge therefore have implications 

for claims about both the natural and the social sciences.  The natural sciences can be said 

to share more in common with the social sciences.  And methodologies in the social 

sciences do not have to be based on large-scale surveys or statistically analysable data about 

factors apparently outside human agency,202 which many in the social sciences have tried to 

emulate and legitimate as scientific work. 

 

9.8 Examples of research in the management accounting field 

 
Examples are taken from management accounting research in AOS, as it was in that 

journal that many authors had papers published which used Burns and Stalker’s ideas as a 

basis for their research.  The examples given below are first by researchers who aspired to 

scientific methods in order to find regularities between selected variables, identified as 

‘objectivist’ research. 

                                                      
200 Chapter 9 sections 9.14, 9.15. 
201 This is discussed later in the chapter, section 9.9 when objectivist scholarship in AOS is 
analysed. 
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9.8.1 Objectivist research: Simons (1987) 

A prominent example of objectivist research using Burns and Stalker’s book as a basis has 

already been mentioned.203 Here Simon’s (1987) paper is analysed in more detail.  His work 

has been regarded as among 

“important research efforts which mobilized contingency principles in the examination of 
the use of managerial accounting systems and information in a strategic manner”. 
(Covaleski, Dirsmith & Samuel 1996:7) 

Simons, based on Burns and Stalker’s claim that different organisational structures were 

appropriate for different environment conditions, set out to examine the relationship 

between strategies in firms dealing with environmental contingencies and their control 

systems. 

What Simons did was carefully and painstakingly to identify those companies which were 

in stable environments and those in volatile ones.  Following various researchers including 

Snow and Hambrick (1980), Simons used Miles and Snow’s (1978) typology of different 

types of strategy practised by companies, ranging from those in fairly stable situations 

(defenders), to those adopting more aggressive, innovative policies (prospectors) (Simons 

1987:359).  Simons wanted to test Khandwalla’s (1972) and Miller and Friesen’s (1982) 

findings from an accounting point of view of the relationship between organisational 

control systems and strategy (Simons 1987:360).  He hypothesised that there would be 

correlations between type of control system and type of strategy, with defenders adopting 

more formal, mechanistic procedures, and prospector organisations using more flexible, 

organic systems (Simons 1987). 

Simons’ approach was in line with the objectivist approaches outlined above: what was 

considered to be ontologically real and epistemologically important were formalised as 

accounting control systems, and their relationships with organisation strategies in different 

contingent environments.  Simons investigated control systems through formalised 

structures.  He did not include informal structures in his research, acknowledging that 

‘excluded (somewhat arbitrarily) from this analysis are informal control mechanisms such 

as social and cultural control’ (Simons 1987:358) (brackets original). 

                                                                                                                                                           
202 Later in this chapter it is argued that choices made about object of inquiry and respondents are 
in fact subjective. 
203 See eg chapter 7, section 7.4.3. 
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Simons’ research methodology supports the picture given of a scientific approach.  He 

carried out lengthy semi-structured interviews with senior general managers in order to 

confirm the strategy classification of the firms, to get ideas for his questionnaire design and 

to identify differences in the use of controls between prospector and defender firms.  

Questions were developed after consulting existing literature on questions in similar areas 

and after they fitted with the intervew data supplied by senior managers about control 

characteristics they considered important.  Further checks were carried out for ambiguity 

and applicability.  The questionnaire consisted of 33 questions based on a seven-point 

Likert-type scale concerning control system factors.  It was completed by senior managers 

from 76 firms, and then subjected to a detailed statistical analysis, using supporting 

arguments for his techniques by many authors including Gordon and Miller (1976), 

Govindarajan (1984) and Govindarajan and Gupta (1985) (Simons 1987:368). 

Such research is in keeping with Chua’s (1986) and Panozzo’s (1997) descriptions of what 

has been regarded as scientific research: large scale surveys; empirical evidence through the 

collection of quantitative data; the testing of generalisable connections; and the use of 

statistical methods of analysis.  The emphasis on organisation systems as the focus or 

object of inquiry strengthens objectivist claims to be dealing with matters outside the 

purview of human agency. 

 

9.8.2 Objectivist research: Abernethy and Brownell (1999) 

Abernethy and Brownell’s (1999) paper is another example of objectivist research.  They 

did not use Burns and Stalker’s ideas, but their research, also concerned with a comparison 

between organisational systems and outcomes, is relevant to discussions on ‘objectivist’ 

research in management accounting scholarship and is an example of popular research 

published and cited in AOS.  Their research question was about whether change processes 

were more successful with interactive uses of budgets.  Simons’ (1990) definition of 

‘interactive’ was used.  This involved a ‘continual exchange’ between top management and 

lower levels in the organisation; ‘participation’ between superiors and subordinates and an 

‘ongoing dialogue’ between organisational members.  They claimed that this was important 

because of problems with change processes, as managers might have to make complex and 

unpredictable decisions, and employees might find themselves in a situation of uncertainty 

and ambiguity (Abernethy & Brownell 1999:191). 
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Their paper was similar to Simons’ in their choice of senior management exclusively as 

respondents.  Abernethy and Brownell’s methodology involved written questionnaires sent 

to the chief executive officers, and to the financial and medical directors of the large 

Australian public hospitals they were studying.  The respondents were asked to indicate the 

extent of their agreement with four statements relating to budget behaviour on a seven-

point Likert-type scale.  This was followed by their identifying whether their organizations 

used an interactive or a diagnostic style of budget in their organizations, through choosing 

between two vignettes of different systems of budgeting.  To supplement this data they 

conducted eight semi-structured interviews with CEOs in the field (Abernethy & Brownell 

1999). 

Like Simons they were careful to justify their research in terms of the homogeneity of their 

hospital selection, the uniformity in the structures of governance in these hospitals, the 

triangulation of their data using financial and medical directors as well, a targeted follow-up 

of non-respondents, and a comparison between early and late respondents.  They too used 

the tried instrument of Miles and Snow’s (1978) strategic typology of the continuum from 

defender to prospector-type organisations.  Again, like Simons, they took care to assess the 

validity of this measure in terms of its appropriateness for the hospitals they were 

researching (Abernethy & Brownell 1999). 

 

9.9 Critique of these examples of objectivist research in the management 

accounting field 

Simons had set out to examine whether there was a link between firms using different 

strategies in different environmental conditions and their control systems, through carrying 

out statistical analyses on the data on various aspects of the organisations’ control systems.  

It is suggested that this research, despite its objectivist framework, conforms, in some 

aspects (as do many other research papers) to broader definitions of science, although this 

might be contested by the researchers themselves.  The evidence is interpreted here as 

showing that there can be said to be subjectivist influences: in the researcher’s choice of 

senior managers as respondents; the omission of employees at lower levels from the data; 

the questions asked; and the decision to limit his research to formal structures.  These 

assumptions affect the type and range of knowledge produced and also the knowledge 

absented.  While Simons was scrupulous on many counts to do with his selection and 
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identification of suitable organisations and the research methods and statistical techniques 

employed, one might question his choice of respondents, or at least suggest that it is a 

subjective choice. 

What he gained from interviewing and surveying senior managers arguably was limited to 

their perceptions and opinions about their organisations’ control systems, which may have 

differed in important respects from the actual processes in these systems, and from the 

views of others in these organisations.204  While we might assume that Simons’ respondents 

were giving accurate information about what they thought their organisations’ control 

systems were (that is if they were telling the truth – in itself potentially problematic205) we 

cannot assume that the control systems were just as described in the interviews and survey 

responses.  The restriction of interviewees to those in senior manager roles denied 

information about the attitudes and potential influence by subordinate employees on 

managerial strategies.  To get a fuller and possibly more accurate picture Simons would 

have had to interview subordinates at different levels of the organisations. 

Research has been done on the differences between what senior management assumes is 

going on further down the organization and what in fact is happening.  Preston’s (1986) 

paper (also published in AOS) is one such example.  He found a lack of information-

processing between the managing director and production manager on the one hand and 

the more subordinate factory managers on the other, who had developed their own 

informal communication systems.  This resulted in the possibility of inaccuracies and 

conflicting information, and the construction of different definitions of a single situation. 

Preston claimed that there were many examples in the literature of limitations in 

communication through formal systems, and that organisations might be better served if 

informal systems were taken into account.  Sandelands and Srivatsan (1993) wrote a paper 

about the impossibility of experiencing large organisations directly, which, they argued, had 

consequences for theories about organisations and for the development of a science of 

organisations. 

                                                      
204 Simons wrote a further paper in 1990.  He adopted a more in-depth approach (Chapman 1997) 
in that he studied only two firms and described their control systems in more detail.  He also did in-
depth interviewing, which, however as in his 1987 paper, was focussed on ‘top managers’ (Simons 
1990:132).  Thus the limitations identified using only these respondents apply also to this later 
research.   
205 See problems with data outlined in chapter 5, section 5.3.1. 
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There may also be a problem if a small number or only one manager is interviewed for 

each organisation, as Simons did for the first stage of his research, and probably for his 

final questionnaire (Simons 1987).  Van der Stede, Young and Chen (2005) pointed out 

that if surveys focussing on organisation–level issues used very few respondents from each 

organisation this weakened the strength of the scholarship as one individual could not 

represent everyone in an organisation.  Following from this, they argued that exclusive 

reliance on unverified self-reports of dependent measures might be vulnerable to subjective 

bias: 

“… subjective measures of performance are likely to be less reliable as measures of higher-

level performance (e.g., firm, department or sub-unit), especially when they are obtained 

from only one respondent who is … far removed from it …. (Van der Stede, Young & 

Chen 2005:676) 

The information obtained by Simons was also limited because the questions themselves 

were general and could not elicit specific information about the organisations researched.  

Respondents were required to identify to what extent each control mechanism suggested 

by Simons was relevant to them on a scale of one to seven.  As an example, one of the 

questions required respondents to estimate to what extent ‘Internal audit groups in 

checking financial information systems and reports’ were used in their organisation 

(Simons 1987:373).  As with many questionnaires, this meant that respondents’ 

understandings of their organisations had to fit into pre-determined questions and ranges.  

Although Simons conducted semi-structured interviews to help design his questionnaire, 

there may have been factors individual to these organisations which would not have been 

picked up by these questions.  This is an example of Chia’s (1996) forming, framing and 

delimiting of what is represented by the researcher. 

The difficulties in implementing managerial strategies such as management control systems 

have been well documented.  One need only go to Burns and Stalker’s book to see this.206  

Simons acknowledged, as mentioned previously,207 that his research was not designed to 

find out what happened in practice, and that in a footnote he stated that he had assumed 

that when certain organisational attributes were beneficial to the success of companies, the 

use of these attributes would be more prevalent.  His research was not aimed at seeing 

                                                      
206 See eg chapter 6, section 6.3. 
207 See chapter 7, section 7.4.3. 
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‘potential differences between reported control systems and those actually in use’ (Simons 

1987:398, fn2).   

Simons’ acknowledgement that his research was not aimed at finding out about actual 

practice fits with Panozzo’s comment on accounting research, which he described as 

portraying 

“abstract models postulating the existence of idealized worlds and excluding involvements 
in field research … [which were] hardly justifiable in the social sciences” (Panozzo 
1997:459). 

Otley has supported this point.  In an interview with him he pointed out that contingency 

studies tended not to show the actual consequences of contingent differences in 

organisations (Otley 2006).  Simons’ methods can be considered, as has been argued, an 

idealisation – of structures and systems.  Although this research can be justified in the light 

of Simons’ acknowledged aims, the points about the subjective elements in his 

methodology, his focus on formal control systems and the issues of abstraction remain. 

Abernethy and Brownell’s (1999) methodology, like Simons’, can be said to be subjectivist 

in terms of their choice of respondents.  Abernethy and Brownell had set out to examine 

whether interactive use of budgets enhanced performance.  The interactions were between 

senior management and employees at different levels of the organization.  Yet because 

their research was based on information solely from the perceptions of the CEOs, similar 

questions arise as with Simons’ choice of respondents.  The authors acknowledged 

problems raised in the literature regarding objectivity regarding the self-ratings of 

respondents, but they justified their choice of respondent on the grounds that the CEO 

was the ‘key agent of strategic change’ and that therefore the ‘relevant theoretical construct 

for the style of budget use is that style, or role for budgets, intended by the CEO’ 

(Abernethy & Brownell 1999:195).  From this they felt confident to judge whether 

budgeting had been used interactively and whether the performance of the organization 

had been enhanced. 

In Abernethy and Brownell’s research, as in Simons’, the questions asked were general and 

the answers were also mapped on a seven-point scale.  Their research was designed to 

collect data estimating the performance of organisations ranging from ‘below average’ 

relative to other hospitals of a similar size, to ‘above average’ (Abernethy & Brownell 

1999:197).  The first of the four questions was ‘I often use budgeting information as a 
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means of questioning and debating the ongoing decisions and actions of 

department/clinical managers.’  Respondents had to indicate the extent of their agreement 

on the seven-point scale (Abernethy & Brownell 1999:202).  Arguably their methods, like 

Simons’, could not achieve an in-depth analysis of the organisations studied as detailed 

information about individual organisations could not be presented.  The use of two short 

case studies representing diagnostic and interactive uses of budgeting, which respondents 

were asked to choose between in order to identify their organisation’s preferred system, 

likewise could not provide much actual information about those organisations (Abernethy 

& Brownell 1999:196). 

In the section on limitations and directions for future research, Abernethy and Brownell 

suggested a more complex model incorporating the antecedent conditions of clarity of the 

objectives and knowledge of the means/end relationship.  The role of non-accounting 

controls in strategic change might also be studied in future.  Other methodological 

improvements concerned measurement (Abernethy & Brownell 1999).  However, as in 

Simons’ 1987 and also 1990 papers, there was no suggestion of the need to interview 

people at different, lower levels of the organisation.  Yet if one were investigating the 

success of an interactive approach, one’s findings might well be enhanced by examining the 

success of the interactivity, seen from the viewpoint of those more subordinate who were 

participating in the project. 

Notwithstanding this critique, just as Simons’ 1987 and 1995 papers have been cited 

extensively, so too over the following decade was Abernethy and Brownell’s, principally 

because of their research into interactive systems, for which Simons (1995) had developed 

a typology (Davila, Foster & Li 2009).  Abernethy and Brownell’s 1999 paper has been 

cited many times in AOS: for example by Marginson and Odgen (2005), Naranjo-Gil and 

Hartmann (2007), Cadez and Guilding (2008), Chapman and Kihn (2009) (who included in 

their research method the questions developed by Abernethy and Brownell on interactive 

budgeting with a similar target sample of senior managers), Davila, Foster and Li (2009), 

Skærbæk and Tryggestad (2010) who linked the focus on CEOs with the assumption of 

accounting being subordinate to strategy, Adler and Chen (2011) and Fauré and Rouleau 

(2011). 
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9.10 Dissenting voices 

9.10.1 Organisation/management 

As already shown208 research that was subjectivist, multi-paradigmatic and related to social 

questions both in the UK and the US was also carried out.  In the 1970s, organisation 

theorists influenced by sociologists at the University of Chicago, argued that 

“one cannot fully comprehend organizational dynamics unless one understands the 
importance of local interpretive structures and ritualized practices” (Barley, Meyer & Gash 
1988:31) 

Similarly Van de Ven and Poole, in a chapter in a book on change in organisation and 

management a few years later, advocated the interrelationship of social structure with 

individual action (Berlinger 1990). 

Stern and Barley (1996), echoing Bourdieu’s (1991) concept of ‘scientificity’, had harsh 

criticisms of the scientific methodologies used in organisation studies.  They used a broader 

concept of the scientific method, closer to ASQ editors Litchfield and Thompson’s notion, 

pointing out that current scientific approaches to organisation theory took a narrower 

focus even than what was done in the natural sciences.  Where they might have used 

observational or descriptive models as was done in geology, astronomy or organismic 

biology, they used instead statistical models rooted in experimentation (Stern & Barley 

1996). 

Chia questioned analyses of organisations which assumed their ontological status was static, 

structured, discrete and concrete, as opposed to being about actions, interactions and 

relationships.  Citing Woolgar (1988), he argued that making an organisation the object of 

analysis while ignoring processes of organising, implied a ‘forgetting’.  This forgetting was 

achieved first by speculating about how the world might be; this then was used to project a 

particular ‘object’, which was then regarded as the legitimate focus for research.  This 

object then became seen as an object independent of our ideas about it.  The processes by 

which the object was identified in the first place were forgotten and a fallacious logic was 

created whereby scholars regarded their objects of analysis as existing ‘out there’ 

independent of any construction they might have created (Chia 1997:692). 

                                                      
208 This is discussed throughout the thesis.  Chapters dealing with it particularly are chapter 4, 
section 4.5, and chapter 5, sections 5.7, 5.10, 5.11. 
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Marsden, adopting a realist position almost a decade later, urged a combination of 

positivist (in its narrower conception) and sociological approaches.  The critical realist 

position was that both observable patterns of behaviour as well as the social reasons 

behind them were relevant.  Empirical and non-empirical, objective and subjective 

approaches all needed to be included (Marsden 2005). 

 

9.10.2 Management accounting 

Criticisms levelled at research methods in management accounting research relevant to 

research applications of Burns and Stalker’s theories have been mentioned, for example 

Otley’s critiques of management accounting research with regard to contingency theory.209 

More recently Otley with Merchant, another management accountant, pointed to the 

insufficiencies of purely positivist contingency theory research.  They were not convinced 

that contingency research would ever be able to provide ‘positivistic prescriptions that are 

stable across time and national and organizational culture’ (Merchant & Otley 2007:788).  

In considering attempts to replicate former studies, they found that it was not surprising 

that studies involving people, who far more than natural matter were individual, 

unpredictable, with potentially different understandings of their situations and often self-

directing depending on their degree of power, might be difficult to replicate (Merchant & 

Otley 2007).  Problems with replicating contingency studies in the 1970s and 1980s had 

also been highlighted by Chapman (1997). 

One editor of the influential US journal The Accounting Review in the 1960s had been keen 

for accountants to use approaches from other disciplines.  He was eclectic in his approach 

in that on the one hand he advocated the ‘more sophisticated techniques of mathematical 

analysis’ used for business problems to enable accountants to improve their performance.  

But he also wanted accountants to take into account the behavioural effects of the use of 

any models.  He was interested in historical analysis, as an academic journal should take 

‘the long view’ so as to put ‘many contemporary problems in a more understandable light’ 

(Vance 1966:49). 

Hopwood, the founder editor of AOS, also argued that broader research traditions already 

established provided a good basis for accounting to go beyond abstract schemes for 

                                                      
209 See chapter 5, section 5.9. 
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organisational change towards an exploration of actual organisational functioning 

(Hopwood 2009).  Vollmer, in a review article of a book on management accounting 

change by Wickramasinghe and Alawattage published in 2007, affirmed that management 

accounting had become a social science transcending narrower technical and economic 

aspects of accounting practice and rather being defined by a plurality of paradigmatic 

approaches (Vollmer 2009). 

With regard specifically to Simons’ later research and Abernethy and Brownell’s 1999 

paper, Wouters and Wilderom (2008) advocated research complementary to these authors’, 

for example by using employees at lower levels of the organisation together with more 

ideographic methods such as semi-structured interviews or observation.  This might have 

enriched this research, brought it closer to an understanding of specific employee 

responses and organisational processes in the organisations they studied.  Wouters and 

Wilderom’s own research on performance-measurement systems was both qualitative and 

quantitative.  They cited Abernethy and Brownell (1999) along with Simons (1990, 1991, 

1994, 1995) among researchers who had studied performance-measurement systems from 

the perspective of top-management.  Wouters and Wilderom pointed out that there had 

been little research on middle and lower-level employees’ perceptions of performance 

management systems, and listed inadequacies of top-down initiatives: 

“These well-intentioned, standardized methods carry the danger of insufficiently reflecting 
the local organizational contexts or the available experience and unique expertise of 
employees …. Typically, expert-led approaches initiated by top-management, are not likely 
to expend the effort necessary to build an in-depth understanding of locally-developed 
existing reporting practices …” (Wouters & Wilderom 2008:494). 

 

9.11 Broader research 

As mentioned frequently in this thesis,210 not all research generally in AOS was objectivist.  

Although the focus of this thesis has been on objectivist management accounting 

scholarship, there are examples of research in the management accounting field intended to 

bridge the dialectical oppositions traditionally constructed between objectivist and 

subjectivist research.211  Brown and Brignall (2007:39) argued for ‘complementary’ 

approaches to accounting issues, encompassing mathematical techniques for accounting 

                                                      
210 passim. 
211 The previous chapter included claims by Hopper et al (2001) that management accounting 
scholarship had largely veered away from objectivist approaches. 
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relationships and qualitative research for human and organisational aspects.  They 

published research using a triangulated methodology through a dual-method, mixed 

paradigm approach.  Modell (2009) supported mixed methods research, pointing to a long 

history of management accounting research combining quantitative and qualitative 

methods.  Davila et al (2009) (cited above) wanted to produce rich research through a 

cross-sectional, multi-method, multi-case research design. 

A more detailed example of qualitative research that investigated how people perceived and 

acted in situations of organisational change, with attention paid to the processes involved, 

is given below.  The paper by Chenhall and Euske (2007) was chosen as it highlighted the 

impact of control strategies on employees in the implementation of change processes, and 

the effects in turn of employee action on the outcomes of these change strategies.  It 

showed the complexities and consequences resulting from human interactions in 

organisations. 

 

9.11.1 Broader research: Chenhall and Euske (2007) 

Chenhall and Euske (2007) researched two military establishments undergoing changes to 

more managerially-oriented cultures.  They used Huy’s (2001) schema for different types of 

planned change for different stages.  The context - external pressures, organisational or 

local initiatives, the level of structural autonomy of the unit and personal attitudes of 

employees to the changes and their willingness to implement them - was all taken into 

account. 

They investigated the implementation of an Activity-Based Cost Management system in 

these two military establishments changing from a military to a commercial culture.  Their 

research methodology included a study over a relatively long time – from 1993 for one 

organisation and from 1995 in the second, continued to 2004.  They engaged in direct 

observation at formal and informal meetings, observations of administrative processes; an 

archival study; semi-structured interviews, and discussions with key participants about their 

research findings and the progress of the change processes.  Their aim lay in 

“integrating the technical approach to MCS [management control systems] with a 
behavioral approach that focuses on how individual users respond to MCS facilitated 
change.” (Chenhall & Euske 2007:608) 
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Chenhall and Euske argued that in order to understand the technical aspects of change one 

had to adopt a ‘rich’ approach to understand the extent to which there was integration 

between change initiatives and their social context; the relationship between the 

organisation and changes in its environment; issues involved in changing the organisation’s 

culture; why certain interventions might be more successful than others; and the actual 

work processes (Chenhall & Euske 2007:635, passim.) 

They investigated different stages of the change process and found that different issues 

arose at different points, and that different types of strategies were appropriate for 

different stages.  Their research showed that several factors influenced the change process, 

either for good or ill.  Prominent were social factors: the extent of listening, discussing and 

socializing between senior managers, operational managers and junior officers in the 

organisation; the engagement or otherwise of the potential users of the new systems; and 

whether or not there were close, trusting working relationships.  Linked to these were 

attitudes to this serious culture change.  The authors pointed out that if the people in the 

field did not see the changes as beneficial, they would implement them only through 

coercion.  Support from senior management was crucial to the success of such changes 

(Chenhall & Euske 2007). 

Among the issues studied was the structural relationship between the central and local 

levels in the organizations.  At certain stages the change process worked better when more 

autonomy and power was given to people at local levels; at others, close supervision from 

the centre was more successful (Chenhall & Euske 2007).  The degree of co-ordination 

between the different systems in the organisations, including external consultants and in-

house managers, was also crucial to the success or otherwise of the changes.  Non-

standardised work processes complicated matters.  The degree of co-operation between the 

different actors was also important.  Difficulties resulted from people who had been 

involved in the change process moving to other positions.  At all times and through all the 

stages of the change process the timing and pacing of the changes needed to be compatible 

with the different types of intervention (Chenhall & Euske 2007). 
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9.12 Critique of this example of subjectivist research in the management 

accounting field 

The knowledge acquired in Chenhall and Euske’s research offers an insight into how 

people at different levels in the organisation understood, responded to and enacted the 

change initiatives, what the successes and failures were and the reasons for them.  

Organisational systems and processes were seen to play a part.  Research which combined 

what Chenhall and Euske called the technical aspects with behavioural ones go a long way 

to meeting Panozzo’s criticisms of positive accounting scholars producing knowledge that 

might be irrelevant for practitioners and policy makers (Panozzo 1997). 

Chenhall and Euske’s approach through adopting ‘rich’ research methods gave a picture of 

structures actually in use, (which Simons did not intend and did not achieve) and of the 

processes by which people negotiated these structures for advantage to themselves and 

their organisations.  Their data was richer and more informative about actual social 

processes and human subjectivities in determining the successes and failures of the 

organisational change in these two establishments.   

Their research was ‘soft’ – there were no surveys and no statistical analyses.  This may 

have constituted a weakness that might have been complemented by adding the type of 

quantitative-based research analysed above.  This might be particularly relevant for 

increasing the number of organisations studied.  Where Simons and Abernethy and 

Brownell had surveyed scores of organisations (Simons received data from 76 

organisations; Abernethy and Brownell from 63); Chenhall and Euske researched two 

organisations only.  One might put a case for a complementary analysis as recommended 

by Brown and Brignall (2007), perhaps using the data acquired to develop a questionnaire 

that would reach many more organisations.  The possibility of using a rich methodology in 

conjunction with a wider survey raises questions about commensurabilities between 

different types of research methodologies, and begs the question as to whether scholarship 

in this field could and should be more inclusive. 

 

9.13 Incommensurability in the natural sciences 

Maintaining the dialectic through a separation between objective/subjective; 

qualitative/quantitative and scientific/non-scientific approaches in the social sciences and 
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in organisation/management studies has reinforced the concept of incommensurability 

regarding these approaches.  The evidence has shown that this in turn has had 

consequences for the framing, legitimation and transmission of scholarship.  It has 

influenced mainstream scholarship in representations of Burns and Stalker and in related 

areas in organisation/management and management accounting scholarship. 

One of the earliest proponents of the concept ‘incommensurability’ is considered to be 

Kuhn, who in 1962 argued that scientific advance was not a steady, incremental process 

filling in gaps in scientific knowledge, but that it often arose when researchers used 

unconventional methods and criteria of scientific inquiry incompatible with established 

knowledge.  A new paradigm would be developed that was not compatible with the 

previous scholarship in terms of what would count as an ‘admissible problem’, the research 

methodologies used and a ‘legitimate problem solution’ (Kuhn 1970:6).212 

In his postscript in the 1970 edition of his book, Kuhn strongly denied that he had argued 

that proponents of incommensurable theories could not communicate.  Rather, each side 

proposing a theory incompatible with the other side’s should communicate to the other 

and try to convert the other, at the end leading to a concession by one or the other in the 

face of a compelling proof.  Because reasons for choosing one over another theory might 

be about values rather than accuracy, the scientific community was the body that through 

persuasion could make effective decisions. 

Incommensurability arose when two people perceived the same situation differently while 

employing the same vocabulary.  One solution would be to reconsider definitions and, in 

the case of science, the regrouping of objects.  However this was insufficient, as there was 

no ‘neutral’ language that people could resort to.  Kuhn’s suggestion for overcoming such 

incommensurabilies seems applicable also to the social sciences: 

“… what the participants in a communication breakdown can do is recognize each other as 
members of different language communities and then become translators …. they can first 
attempt to discover the terms and locutions that, used unproblematically within each 
community, are nevertheless the foci of trouble for inter-group discussions.” (Kuhn 
1970:202) 

This is apt for the problems raised with regard to definitions of science and positivism, and 

the connection between these and the separated, dichotomised scholarship in mainstream 

                                                      
212 This is discussed more fully in chapter 7, section 7.3. 
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representations of Burns and Stalke’s book, contingency theory and the subject area more 

generally. 

 

9.14 Social sciences 

9.14.1 Incommensurability 

The concept of incommensurability in the social sciences was stimulated by Burrell and 

Morgan’s (1979) construction of four sociological paradigms, which, they argued, were 

incommensurable on ontological, epistemological, methodological and ‘human nature’ 

criteria (1979:1).  They were based on ‘different sets of metatheoretical assumptions about 

the nature of social science and the nature of society [and] ... founded upon mutually 

exclusive views of the social world’ (Burrell & Morgan 1979:viii).  Their insistence on 

incommensurability has been disputed.  Burrell, among others, some 17 years later argued 

that what the book may have succeeded in doing was to focus on the conflict between their 

different paradigms, articulating, legitimating and protecting expression by the weaker, 

non-functionalist paradigms (Burrell 1996).213  This argument was supported by Reed 

(1985) and Marsden (2005).  It is a similar idea to that put forward by Jackson and Carter 

(1991) supporting incommensurability.214 

 

9.14.2 Commensurability 

The ideology of incommensurability has been contested by scholars in various traditions.  

One of the fundamental critiques of western philosophy by Derrida (2002) was its ‘reality’ 

of bipolar thinking which looked at concepts and issues in terms of irreconcilable opposites 

instead of seeing them as interdependent and subject to each other’s influence.  Bourdieu 

(1990) also argued against the positioning of epistemological and methodological 

approaches as incommensurable with each other, a problem he regarded as pervading the 

social sciences.  Bourdieu argued that in the academy incommensurability in approaches 

based exclusively on objectivism or subjectivism were translatable into conceptual and 

methodological differences: objectivists or structuralists ‘versus’ phenomenologists or 

interactionists.  Where the first aimed at understanding ‘objective relations that were 

                                                      
213 See footnote 129. 
214 See below chapter 9, section 9.15.1. 
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independent of individual minds and wills’, phenomenomenologists and other scholars in 

that camp were interested in ‘what agents actually experienced of interactions and social 

contacts, and the contributions they made to the mental and practical construction of social 

realities’ (Bourdieu 1990:34). 

According to Bourdieu these divisions were invalid and dangerous.  Neither approach 

could provide a sufficient explanation on its own, and these separate types of scholarship 

led to ‘mutilations’ in sociological analysis.  Bourdieu called the opposition between 

objectivism and subjectivism the ‘most ruinous’ of all oppositions artificially dividing social 

science.  In certain circumstances structural factors were central to what happened in 

organisational practice - to the exclusion of human understanding and action; in others, 

people’s perceptions, thoughts and actions played an important part in the social world.  

Bourdieu insisted that both were needed for adequate sociological analyses – ‘objective’ 

structures could influence and constrain human actions, but people could equally well 

influence social events.  Epistemological approaches in the subjectivist area, such as 

phenomenology, might appear illusory from objective standpoints, but they remained 

‘perfectly certain, qua experience’ (Bourdieu 1990:25). 

However subjectivist knowledge alone was limited to descriptions of what characterised 

‘lived’ experience of the social world.  Objectivist features making the subjectivist 

experience possible would thereby be excluded.  Similarly, objectivism, interested only in 

regularities independent of human consciousness and will, introduced a discontinuity 

between theory and practice.  Objectivism by taking no account of primary experience 

which were ‘both the condition and the product of its objectifying operations’, caused a 

break between experiential and objective meaning and crucially was ‘unable to analyse the 

conditions of the production and functioning of the feel for the social game that makes it 

possible to take for granted the meaning objectified in institutions’ (Bourdieu 1990:26, 27). 

One had to have both approaches for valid scholarship (Bourdieu 1990:34).  Both types of 

knowledge were present in the social world: ontologies where there existed objective 

structures independent of human consciousness and action, and also those dependent on 

human understanding and enactment which in turn were dependent on their habitus - 

patterns of understanding and thought constitutive of people’s background, world view, 

experiences which Bourdieu called ‘constructivism’ (Bourdieu 1990:123).  This is similar to 

critical realism in which Bhaskar proposed a dialectic which critiqued monovalent 
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ontologies215 because they omitted absences particularly those to do with alterity, in favour 

of a totalising and emancipatory scholarship (Bhaskar 2008).   

 

9.15 Commensurability and incommensurability in organisation/management 

scholarship. 

Scherer (1998), as guest editor of a special issue of Organization on incommensurability, 

defined it as needing three conditions: two radically different systems of orientation; these 

being in competition with one another regarding the use of language and action, so that 

definitions and solutions of problems did not allow for any coexistence of these different 

approaches; and the lack of an accepted system of reference for evaluating these competing 

perspectives.  McKinley and Mone (1998:170) defined incommensurability similarly: 

‘logically or normatively incompatible systems of thought, and no consensually 

acknowledged reference system ... for deciding between them’.  This is an important 

criterion, but which, it is argued here, is not necessarily true of organisation/management 

studies. 

There are differences of opinion as to the desirability of incommensurability.  

Incommensurability has been treated as an epistemological and no less a political football 

in arguments both for and against its practice in the social sciences.  Arguments supporting 

the fact and desirability of both commensurability and incommensurability have 

encompassed strange bedfellows.  Intrinsic factors such as the validity and development of 

knowledge, and extrinsic factors such as the strength of the disciplines and the need to 

subsume the various approaches into one strong paradigm have been proposed in support 

of commensurability.  Conversely arguments for incommensurability have been strongly 

put to protect alternative paradigms from being swallowed up by dominant schools of 

thought. 

 

9.15.1 Pro-incommensurability 

Among the strongest proponents of incommensurability are Jackson and Carter, who 

argued for maintaining incommensurability between sociological paradigms as a defence 

                                                      
215 Monovalent ontologies were the presentation of one set of facts to the exclusion or absenting of 
others, or the ‘sequestration of existential questions’ (Bhaskar 1993:234) (emphasis original). 
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against ‘the restoration of the authority of scientism’ (Jackson & Carter 1991:109).  Mindful 

of the dichotomous positioning of different types of knowledge, what was at risk in any 

attempts at seeking commensurability between the different paradigms was 

“the re-establishment of the dichotomy between science and non-science, determined by a 
totalitarian scientism which claims the exclusive right to determine what is science.” 
(Jackson & Carter 1991:111) 

In principle, and in an ideal world, they were not against a genuinely unified body of 

knowledge, but given the dominance of scientism, alternative approaches would be subject 

to the same problems as pluralism more generally: the more powerful would subsume 

alternate paradigms under the dominant one (Jackson & Carter 1991).  Upholding 

incommensurability would be emancipatory as it would protect the plurality of scholarship 

and allow for the development of ‘genuine human understanding’ (Jackson & Carter 

1991:110-111).   

This argument was supported by Burrell who warned against the tendency of the 

functionalist orthodoxy to translate problems, concepts and approaches into its own 

paradigm, in its own terms.  Burrell gave the example of ‘alienation’ which he claimed had 

been divested of its meaning and political implications (Burrell 1996).  Booth (1998:260) 

similarly saw a move towards commensurability as leading to the ‘enshrinement of 

currently dominant power and value structures’. 

 

9.15.2 Pro-commensurability 

Commensurability has been promoted from various points of view.  One side of the 

argument includes Pfeffer and Donaldson, each arguing for commensurability for different 

reasons.  Donaldson argued for commensurability precisely for the result feared by Jackson 

and Carter.  He urged an integrationist approach with functionalism, of which he was a 

strong proponent,216 combined with other approaches.  Commensurability was feasible 

according to Donaldson as, while there might be differences in levels of analysis and 

methods between different approaches, there was no incommensurability in content.  

Others, such as Kuhn, could understand different paradigms and if he, ‘why cannot the 

rest of us?’ (Donaldson 1998:269) 

                                                      
216 See above, chapter 9, section 9.4. 
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His attack on those in favour of paradigm incommensurability was in terms both of 

scholarship and politics – using arguments similar to Jackson and Carter’s, but from an 

opposite stance.  Incommensurability led to fragmentation in the field as well as to 

professional incompetence.  Paradigm incommensurability was an attack on the 

foundations of functionalism (for example the attribution to it of reification) and led to a 

dismissal by some of that whole body of work.  Donaldson regarded those views as 

political: they reflected permanent class conflict and were a ‘continuation of radical critique 

by other means’ (Donaldson 1998:268, 271). 

Rather than leading to broader, more tolerant views he saw the ‘paradigm concept’ as 

leading to ‘narrowness, intolerance and the opposite of education’ (Donaldson 1998:269).  

He urged that the idea of paradigm incommensurability be ‘debunked’ to allow for the 

reintegration of organisation theory and strategic management ‘through open discussion, 

democratic decision-making and the assertion of the value of cumulation’ (Donaldson 

1998:271).  The last phrase confirms that for Donaldson integration meant remaining with 

functionalist and positivist beliefs in the way knowledge was regarded.  This is a very 

different view from other arguments for paradigm commensurability, and is a justification 

for Jackson and Carter’s fears. 

Pfeffer argued against the concept of incommensurability largely for pragmatic reasons, to 

do with the strength of the field in academe and particularly with the resources he saw as 

being lost to other, paradigmatically stronger disciplines.  Unlike Donaldson, he did not 

seem to be arguing for a particular paradigm, but rather for the organisation field to strive 

towards the development of a single, consensual paradigm.  In fact Pfeffer wrote 

favourably of the ‘large tent’ of theoretical perspectives in organisation studies, but saw this 

as detrimental to the intrinsic development of the discipline and especially to extrinsic 

benefits (Pfeffer 1993:615).  His argument differed also from Jackson and Carter’s, as he 

saw the threat from another field rather than from within the field. 

Others from more alternative, non-functionalist perspectives have supported 

commensurability, and for reasons mainly of scholarship rather than politics.  Weaver and 

Gioia (1994) argued against Burrell and Morgan’s and Jackson and Carter’s claims that 

meaningful communication was not possible across paradigms.  Incommensurability 

according to them did not necessarily mean incomparability – it depended on the goals.  

Contradiction was no reason for accepting an impasse in communication across different 
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paradigms.  Quite the reverse: contradiction enabled meaningful communication.  They 

gave the example of ‘it’s a dog’ and ‘it’s not a dog’ as statements that could be argued 

about, unlike two statements where in one case dog meant ‘canine’ and in the other it 

meant ‘despicable’.  Here there was no possibility of contradiction and no possibility of 

meaningful communication.  If paradigms could be seen as contradictory, they were 

comparable.  People’s different assumptions and beliefs did not preclude others from being 

able to understand and evaluate them.  The authors argued for a consensual form of 

knowledge, arrived at only if other perspectives could be embraced (Weaver & Gioia 1994). 

Scherer, acknowledging Jackson and Carter’s argument that incommensurability might be 

necessary to counter the dominance of the functionalist paradigm, argued nevertheless for 

a continuing dialogue between paradigms.  In his view it was not about establishing an 

external, neutral frame of reference, but rather about engagement between different 

participants in conflict (Scherer 1998).  The idea of countering incommensurability not by a 

unified paradigm but by a continual process of activity by ‘heterogeneous communities 

with distinct specialized languages, methods and representational genres’ as was typical of 

scientific communities, was strongly argued for by Kagan and Phillips (1998:192).  They 

used the metaphor of the Tower of Babel not as signifying the destruction of a common 

language but in their interpretation of Pieter Brueghel’s painting of it, as an ongoing project 

– a ‘locus of collective activity’ (Kagan & Phillips 1998:192). 

Echoing Kuhn (1970) they claimed that knowledge and the methods used to produce it 

was to do with ‘communities of discourse and practice embedded within a larger set of 

social relationships, practices, and belief systems’ which could ‘usefully be studied and 

compared with other communities of discourse and practice’ (Kagan & Phillips 1998:196).  

This, however, is no guarantee that Jackson and Carter’s fears would not be realised.  

Moves to broaden the debate between different paradigms could still result in the 

overpowering of other paradigms by the dominant functionalist approach, a criticism long 

made of pluralism (Fox 1971). 

Some management accountants have also defended commensurability on the grounds of 

better scholarship.  Brown and Brignall have argued that critical realism might bridge the 

gap between quantitative and qualitative methods and therefore between their respective 

theoretical underpinnings: positivism and interpretivism.  This was necessary in order 
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better to understand both objective realities and their subjective interpretations (Brown & 

Brignall 2007). 

They were among those who nevertheless pointed out difficulties in combining different 

paradigmatic approaches in research.  Three possibilities for a unified body of knowledge 

were that different approaches ‘complemented each other; challenged each other; or 

“talked past” each other’, rooted as they were in different philosophical and ontological 

positions.  They were, however, optimistic about such obstacles being overcome given 

researchers’ self awareness and reflexivity (Brown & Brignall 2007:32).   

Their experience showed that to ensure success for a dual-methodology project, important 

determinants were the recognition that the roles of the researcher differed according to 

whether the research was quantitative or interpretive, and that there was a balance of 

power in negotiations between the different research teams regarding the importance 

accorded their respective methodologies, irrespective of the status of the institutions they 

hailed from, be they established or newer universities (Brown & Brignall 2007). 

The Management of Innovation is an example where objectivist and subjectivist factors have 

been combined.  Burns and Stalker have been shown to raise issues concerning formal 

structures alongside organisational processes and the workings of informal structures 

(often interleaved with the formally constituted ones), unlike many mainstream 

representations and research applications.217 

In the light of the above arguments, it is suggested that commensurability would enrich 

objectivist scholarship as seen in representations of Burns and Stalker’s book.  Objectivist 

approaches could be considered an unnecessary curtailing of scholarship lauded as 

legitimate over the decades.  Mainstream representations would be more robust in their 

understanding of organisational processes and therefore of organisational practice if they 

were to include the more ‘subjectivist’ elements raised by Burns and Stalker. 

 

9.16 Conclusion 

There has been a longstanding and widespread dialectic constructed through dichotomous 

epistemologies and methodologies between what have been called objectivist and 

subjectivist approaches.  Objectivist approaches have been dominant in the 
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organisation/management area and this begs the question as to what kind of knowledge 

has been produced, what is regarded as valid knowledge and importantly, what kind of 

knowledge has been omitted.  Fundamental arguments in support of objectivist knowledge 

because of being underpinned by ‘scientific’ approaches, have been challenged for various 

reasons including their being inadequately modelled on methods and techniques adopted 

standardly in the natural sciences. 

More than that, these concepts themselves have been shown to be contestable.  The 

strength and validity of ‘objectivism’ standing apart from subjectivist factors and methods 

has been shown to be limited in terms of knowledge about human understanding, 

intentions and potential action, seen by critics as relevant to what counts as knowledge.  

What has been regarded as ‘scientific’ has been laid open to broader, more inclusive and 

not necessarily quantitative-based work.  Using arguments principally from Kuhn (1970), 

Feyerabend (1993) and Bourdieu (1990), it has been suggested that approaches in the 

natural sciences do not accord with methods traditionally considered to be scientific. 

The broader definitions of science and scientific scholarship weaken dialectical oppositions 

between objectivist and subjectivist scholarship.  However, difficulties have been raised by 

scholars.  Brown and Brignall (2007:32) pointed out that scholars using different 

paradigmatic approaches, instead of complementing each other, in certain circumstances 

challenged or ‘talked past’ each other.218 Jackson and Carter (1991) raised different dangers 

– those of dominant, functionalist approaches colonising and subsuming other 

approaches.219 

Nevertheless it is hoped that such difficulties could be overcome.  Brown and Brignall 

(2007) suggest a way through is researchers’ recourse to their self-awareness and reflexivity.  

Here too a synthesis is suggested.  Scholarship in the natural sciences shares many of the 

characteristics of subjectivist methods: the use of a variety of approaches and research 

methods sometimes in conflict with one another; qualitative research on occasion; and 

ambiguity and the recognition of human subjectivities in the way knowledge is conceived 

and legitimated by the relevant scientific community.  Positivism too has been shown to 

have been concerned with broad societal and moral issues in historical contexts in contrast 

to its later narrower remit. 

                                                                                                                                                           
217 See appendix 1 and appendix 2 for details. 
218 See chapter 9, section 9.15.2. 
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In terms of organisation and management studies, commensurability between different 

ideologies, paradigms, approaches and research methodologies could lead to different 

framings of problems.  For example, research into structural change might be more 

informative if seen not only in terms of developing new structures, implicitly or explicitly 

by managers, but also in terms of understanding and dealing with the reactions, agency and 

potential resistance (as well as initiatives) by employees in the organisation.  Such a 

dialectical synthesis might overcome criticisms about management research being unrelated 

and irrelevant to real issues and actual practice.   

Fuller and more practically based scholarship, rejecting assumptions about employee 

passivity and their predictable and uniform reactions to managerial initiatives, could result, 

on the contrary, in more totalising scholarship, in Bhaskar’s (2008) terms.  This, through 

including the hitherto often absented subject of people in organisations, could lead to a 

more emancipatory knowledge.  On the other hand, continuing prevalence of exclusionary 

types of scholarship raises questions about its sustainability and the knowledge it has 

produced. 

The last chapter provides general conclusions to the thesis.  In it the purpose of the study 

and its aim and objectives are revisited.  Evidence is provided to show how the two 

objectives have been achieved.  The contributions of this thesis are set out in more detail 

than in chapter 1.  Before the concluding remarks, the limitations of this study, scope for 

further work and the significance of the research in this thesis are outlined. 

                                                                                                                                                           
219 See chapter 9, section 9.15.1. 
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Chapter 10 

 

Conclusions 

 

10.1 Summary 

The previous two chapters were concerned with finding explanations for the dominance of 

objectivist scholarship in representations of The Management of Innovation.  The influence of 

the academy in terms of its scholars, artefacts, institutions and external pressures was 

analysed in chapter 8.  Deeper epistemological foundations, principally particular 

definitions of science, underpinning these approaches were investigated in chapter 9.  

Examples of different approaches to research were given and an argument made for more 

complementary, totalising scholarship.  This ended the second dialectical circle concerned 

with explantions for mainstream approaches to Burns and Stalker’s work. 

The concluding chapter gives a summary of the purpose of the study.  The aim and 

objectives are revisited with an evaluation of the extent to which they have been achieved 

through an analysis of the research, the arguments developed and the results found.  

Contributions to knowledge are set out in more detail than in chapter 1.  The limitations of 

the study, the scope for further research and the significance of the study are suggested.  

The chapter ends with concluding remarks about knowledge and its legitimacy 

 

10.2 Introduction 

The purpose of this study was to examine what counted as legitimate knowledge in the 

organisation/management area, given discrepancies between the original text The 

Management of Innovation and mainstream representations in academic journals and 

textbooks.  The main research goals were, firstly, to establish what the similarities and 

particularly what the differences were between the original text and its representations 

through a dialectical circle analysing these through different conceptual frameworks.220  The 

second goal was to find explanations for the differences between the original text and its 

representations.  A second dialectical circle was created in which influences from different 

                                                      
220 See chapter 3, section 3.6.1, diagram 1. 
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sources and at different levels of analysis were examined through to an investigation of 

more fundamental underpinnings of mainstream scholarship.221 

 

10.3 Aim and objectives of this research 

In chapter 1 the aim and objectives were set out as follows: 

Because of the discrepancies between the original text and mainstream representations, the 

overarching aim in this thesis is to establish what counts as knowledge in mainstream 

organisation/management scholarship, with a particular focus on representations of The 

Management of Innovation. 

Following on from this are two objectives: 

 to explore the similarities and differences between Burns and Stalker’s book and 

mainstream representations and their implications for scholarship more generally; 

 to provide explanations for the similarities and differences identified between the 

original text and mainstream representations. 

The development of the arguments and research process in seeking to achieve these 

objectives are summarised below. 

 

10.4 Similarities and differences with the original text in representations of The 

Management of Innovation in the mainstream literature 

10.4.1 Question 

The question – the similarities and differences between Burns and Stalker’s original text 

and mainstream representations – was used to investigate the extent of these in order to 

see in the first instance whether there was sufficient reason for this to be an issue about the 

legitimacy of knowledge in the organisation/management and management accounting 

fields. 

 

                                                      
221 See chapter 3, section 3.6.2, diagram 2. 
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10.4.2 Research process 

The first part of the thesis, the first dialectical circle222 was concerned with exploring from 

different angles the similarities and differences between Burns and Stalker’s original text 

and its mainstream textbook and research representations.   

The first step in the dialectical circle was to examine issues around establishing meanings in 

texts, as it was argued that the researcher’s interpretation was yet another mediated 

interpretation.  A way forward would be to see if meanings could be established with more 

confidence.  Difficulties regarding interpretations of texts by Lewin, Adam Smith, Popper 

and Wittgenstein were presented.  Various problems with establishing meanings were 

raised, primarily by Barthes (1977), Derrida (2002) and Eco (1992a,b).  Derrida’s solution, 

to go to the text itself and undertake a minute ‘explication de texte’ (Hillis Miller 1976, cited in 

Culler 1982:23) was followed.  Eco’s (1992b) priority, given to intentio operis (the intention 

of the text rather than that of the author or reader), was also adopted through the textual 

analysis made of both The Management of Innovation and textbook representations.  Another 

of Eco’s injunctions - the need for an interpretation of the text to be coherent with all the 

meanings attributed to the text - was found to be useful in establishing what might be a 

way into the meanings in the text. 

The problematics of representation were then investigated as the issue of representation 

might have had bearing on the discrepancies initally noted between The Management of 

Innovation and mainstream representations.  Difficulties with representation were, as 

outlined in chapter 5, the validity of the data and the researcher’s background, context and 

pressures under which she was working (Sarbin & Kitsuse 1994, Bourdieu 1998).  

Comparisons were then made between journal articles and Burns and Stalker’s work. 

In the spirit of Derrida’s explication de texte and Eco’s intentio operis detailed textual analyses 

were undertaken of The Management of Innovation and textbook representations.  Further 

comparisons were made using Fairclough and Hardy’s (1997) ideas on critical discourse 

analysis, Derrida’s (1973, 1995, 2002) concept of binary opposites and Eco’s (1992a,b) 

criteria for representation.  A further perspective in this dialectical circle, that of a 

comparison of the paradigmatic approaches present in these two types of text, was 

undertaken – Burns and Stalker’s text being compared with the three selected textbooks 

                                                      
222 See chapter 3, section 3.6.1, diagram 1. 
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and with Simons’ (1987) journal article.  Burrell and Morgan’s (1979) construct of 

sociological paradigm was used to examine the paradigm boundaries of these texts. 

 

10.4.3 Findings 

The main findings and central argument of this thesis are that mainstream representations 

of Burns and Stalker’s book exemplify mainstream objectivist approaches typical of the 

dominant scholarship in the disciplines of organisation/management and management 

accounting.  The discourses in Burns and Stalker’s original text, in contrast to its 

mainstream representations, were found to be much wider, in terms of the scope of the 

issues raised and the ways they were researched.  Burns and Stalker had identified three 

independent variables: structural fit with environmental contingency; the extent of 

employee commitment to organisational change and the capabilities of the chief executive 

to evaluate the changes needed and to implement them. 

Mainstream representations have largely focussed on the first variable - structure in relation 

to enviroment, setting up a dialectical opposition with the human factors addressed by 

Burns and Stalker in their second and third variables, and also absenting power, politics 

and process from issues to be included in studying outcomes of structural change.  

Research based on Burns and Stalker’s ideas was also different methodologically.  It was 

generally objectivist as opposed to the interpretative, ideographic work done by Burns and 

Stalker.  Resistance to critiques of these research applications in the same journals, often by 

mainstream scholars encouraged further investigations into the similarities and differences 

between Burns and Stalker’s book and its representations. 

Further comparison between the two sets of texts using paradigm locations and 

boundaries, was additional confirmation of significant differences between the two sets of 

texts.  This analysis showed that where mainstream representations, because of their 

ontological, epistemological and methodological objectivist approaches were located wholly 

in the functionalist paradigm, the more inclusive analysis in Burns and Stalker’s text led to 

the conclusion that it straddled both the functionalist and the interpretive paradigms, with 

its location being largely in the latter. 
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This, it is suggested, shows similarities and more particularly significant differences 

between The Management of Innovation and its interpretations and representations in 

mainstream literature in the organisation/management and management accounting fields 

 

10.5 Explanations for similarities and differences with the original text in 

representations of The Management of Innovation in the mainstream 

literature 

10.5.1 Question 

The explanations for the similarities and difference were sought through a second 

dialectical circle.223 

 

10.5.2 Research process 

The problem previously raised by various authors regarding representation had been the 

assumptions and pressures under which researchers were working – their political and 

social contexts (Alvesson & Skoldberg 2000, Bourdieu 1990), their ‘situatedness’ (Sarbin & 

Kitsuse 1994) or habitus (Bourdieu 1998).  It was therefore decided to investigate the social 

and political contexts of mainstream scholars, as these might be relevant in explaining the 

situations and pressures upon academics in producing a certain kind of knowledge, and 

might serve to answer the second objective which seeks to provide explanations for these 

differences in the knowledge produced. 

An investigation was first directed to the academy, as the source of the majority of 

scholarship, both mainstream and alternative.  Several scholars, for example Burrell and 

Morgan (1979) and Palmer (2006) had mentioned that journal editors in high-ranking 

journals such as the Administrative Science Quarterly (ASQ) required objectivist scholarship 

with empiricist methodologies, and that therefore scholars, including contingency theorists, 

had channelled the papers they submitted into this form.  It was therefore decided to 

investigate this by reading the ASQ from the 1960s to the 2000s.  In investigating this 

however, the situation was found to be more complex, in that objectivist scholarship was 

seen to coexist with other, more eclectic subject matter and methodologies.  Further 

                                                      
223 See chapter 3, section 3.6.2, diagram 2. 
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investigations were therefore made into other factors to do with the academy, researched 

through journal papers written about types of scholarship prevalent in the academy, mainly 

in the ASQ.   

However, the question was still seen to remain only partially addressed.  It seemed a further 

answer was needed as to why pressures from the academy were directed at scholars to 

choose that particular approach, particularly when it had been subject to serious critique 

not least by mainstream scholars over several decades, including research applications of 

contingency theory.  Moreover the evidence had also shown examples of alternative richer, 

more pluralist scholarship which would have been complementary to objectivist 

mainstream approaches. 

Inconsistencies and contradictions among scholars in the ASQ on issues about which 

approaches were desirable, for organisation/management scholarship more generally, 

which type of scholarship had found favour with editors in this and other high-status 

journals, and what the trends were in terms of the introduction, continuation or 

strengthening of objectivist scholarhip or the opposite (the introduction, continuation or 

strengthening of more pluralist research) attracted further investigation into why there were 

these differences of opinion, and whether they had any bearing on representations of 

Burns and Stalker’s book. 

There became evident a difference in definitions of important concepts which underpinned 

arguments about the legitimacy, particularly of objectivist scholarship.  One important 

concept open to different interpretations was that of science and scientific method.  It was 

therefore decided to investigate this more deeply through the analyses of historians and 

philosophers of science, principally Kuhn (1970), Hanson (1972) and Feyerabend (1993).  

Examples of narrower objectivist scholarship and one of a more pluralist, more subjectivist 

approach were examined to evaluate the different types of knowledge presented.   

One of the ways these differences in definition were played out in decisions about the 

legitimacy or otherwise of scholarship in this area was through concepts of 

commensurability and incommensurability – whether different scholarly approaches or 

paradigms could be made to work together to achieve complementary knowledge, or 

whether this was not possible, for instance if only one approach was regarded as valid.  The 

different views on this and the reasons for them were examined, as they were relevant not 
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only to the choices made regarding representations of Burns and Stalker’s book, but also to 

the tenor and direction of scholarship more generally. 

 

10.5.3 Findings 

Explanations for the dominance of objectivist approaches are laid at the doors of the 

academy, itself subject to wider influences, particularly in the US.  This scholarship was 

shown also to be relevant to the UK, including to representations of Burns and Stalker’s 

book.  From reading academic journal articles, particularly the ASQ, the analyses provided 

by scholars offered explanations at different levels – the individual, institutional and 

societal – to show strong pressures by the academy on scholars to engage in objectivist 

research.  Strong claims were made by many scholars that academic journals and the 

requirements of their journal editors required objectivist, positivist and scientific 

scholarship, for example by Palmer (2006), editor of the ASQ at the time.  This, it has been 

suggested, had an impact on representations of Burns and Stalker’s ideas, as indeed has 

been claimed, for example by Burrell & Morgan (1979).  However on investigation it was 

found that this was not wholly the case and that there were examples of more eclectic 

approaches, including Marxist and interpretive approaches in content and methodology.   

Further examination showed that there were other strong pressures on scholars at different 

stages of their careers to engage in objectivist scholarship.  Connections were made 

between the advantages of objectivist scholarship and extrinsic factors such as career 

ambitions.  There were pressures on scholars, particularly in the US from departmental 

heads, in order to strengthen the department or to acquire more resources by having a 

strong mono-paradigmatic approach.  There were pressures on departments wider afield 

from other influential bodies including governments from the 1950s, to engage in more 

quantitatively-based scholarship in the face of technological competition from the then 

Soviet Union (Maher 2001, Willmott 2011).  A major influence on the fostering of 

objectivist scholarship in the organisation/management fields was the influence of classical 

economics, considered to be the dominant discipline in the social sciences (Marsden 2005).   

As mentioned in the research process, deeper reasons for why this knowledge has been 

chosen over alternative approaches may be to do with definitions of key terms seen to 

legitimate knowledge in the social sciences, the most important being definitions of science 
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and scientific method.  The evidence suggests that explanations for the strength of 

objectivist scholarship include strong beliefs in the application of science and scientific 

methods to the social sciences, including management and management accounting 

scholarship and that the criteria for scientific work followed the logical positivist 

interpretation of legitimate knowledge as being objectivist (Reiter & Williams 2002).   

This disregarded the broader interpretations of science, passionately argued for, for 

example, by Kuhn (1970), Hanson (1972) and Feyerabend (1993).  Their broader 

definitions of science rejected the view that science and scientific method had to be 

exclusively empiricist and quantitatively based, and attributed many features to science that 

were characteristic of subjectivist approaches.  If adopted, this might have resulted in 

representations of Burns and Stalker as indeed of scholarship in this area generally being 

more inclusive of the subjective factors which had been absented from mainstream 

scholarship. 

Examples of objectivist and more pluralist research were then analysed and compared in 

terms of their research methodologies, the questions asked, the knowledge they produced 

and the knowledge that had been omitted.  The evidence showed that in the objectivist 

research there were also subjectivist elements – in the choices made by the researcher in 

their framing of the object of their inquiry, in choosing respondents for their research and 

in the questions asked and methods used to elicit answers. 

Links were made between choices for objectivist knowledge on the part of mainstream 

scholars with a preference for incommensurability between different approaches.  The 

concept and practice of incommensurability is germane to the choices regarding 

interpretations and research applications of The Management of Innovation, as this encouraged 

the pursuit of objectivist objects of inquiry and methodologies to the exclusion of the 

subjectivist factors which it has been shown constituted a large part of Burns and Stalker’s 

analysis.  From the evidence in this research it is suggested that this division between 

objectivist and subjectivist knowledge is weakened by arguments incorporating broader 

definitions of science.  This can be extended to an argument for commensurability and 

complementarity between these dialectical oppositions with implications far wider than 

representations of Burns and Stalker. 

From this, it is suggested that explanations have been provided for different types of 

constituency and at different levels of depth for the differences between The Management of 



 

210 
 

Innovation and most mainstream representations, as required in the second objective.  The 

overarching aim also includes more general questions about what counts as knowledge in 

organisation/management scholarship more generally.  Although the focus of this study 

has been on representations of Burns and Stalker, wider issues in this area of scholarship 

have arisen and been examined, particularly in pursuing the second objective.  These wider 

issues were seen to impinge on the original analysis, such as definitions underpinning the 

way the field has been conceived and researched, the dialectical oppositions constructed 

between objectivist and subjectivist knowledge and the related divide between 

commensurability and incommensurability.  The evidence has shown that this dialectical 

opposition, analysed throughout the thesis, is as relevant to the subject area as a whole as 

to representations of The Management of Innovation. 

 

10.6 Contribution to knowledge 

10.6.1 Textual analysis 

The in-depth analysis of The Management of Innovation and some of its mainstream 

representations has contributed to an understanding of broader issues concerning 

mainstream organisation/management scholarship.  What have been of particular note are 

the absences of large sections of Burns and Stalker’s book from many of its 

representations.  The absences identified as key are the dialectical oppositions posed 

between objectivism and subjectivism, and incommensurability and commensurability – 

the latter in each pair absented.  The focus of such scholarship has been along one 

trajectory – the presence of ‘objective’ structural characteristics – at the expense of human 

agency and its influence on managers’ strategies of structural change, issues which 

constituted the second and third independent variables in Burns and Stalker’s research and 

also a sizeable part of their book.   

As mentioned in the literature review in chapter 2 (passim) other research about 

representations of texts in this field has been in the form of published journal articles, 

containing far briefer analyses of the texts considered.  To the knowledge of this 

researcher, there has been no other account published in the literature of representations of 

organisation/management theorists to the same depth of analysis of the original text and 

its representations.  This research examines in detail the differences in representation and 

their implications.   It also makes connections between these dialectical oppositions in the 
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representations with scholarship the organisation/management and management 

accounting fields more widely.   

One critique of this dialectical opposition in the thesis has shown its major underpinnings 

to rest on a particular, contestable view of science and what counts as scientific research.  

No connection probably has previously been made in the literature between these 

dialectical oppositions or absences constructed in representations, in this case of Burns and 

Stalker, with fundamental epistemological assumptions on which such dialectical 

oppositions are based, namely unnecessarily narrow interpretations of science and scientific 

methods, and also of positivism and positivist research methods.224
 

This analysis serves to go some way to achieving the first objective which was to examine 

the similarities, and particularly differences, between Burns and Stalker’s original text and 

mainstream representations in the organisation, management and management accounting 

literature from multiple perspectives.  Further and deeper identification of these differences 

was done through the paradigm comparisons discussed below.225 

 

Because an in-depth analysis of these texts was undertaken from a variety of perspectives, 

the findings could add to theories about knowledge in terms of what constitutes 

knowledge, and how it is produced, distributed and legitimated.  This analysis, which has 

been shown to be generalisable more widely in the field, has provided in-depth empirical 

evidence to support and develop such theory. 

 

10.6.2 Epistemological contradictions and inconsistencies: a re-evaluation of 

Burrell and Morgan’s paradigm construction 

The extensive comparison of the paradigm boundaries of Burns and Stalker’s book with its 

mainstream representations contributes to the analysis above, and confirms and deepens 

the claim that there are substantive differences between The Management of Innovation and its 

mainstream representations in the literature.  It has also led to a re-evaluation of Burrell 

and Morgan’s (1979) work on their constructions of sociological paradigms.  What is at 

issue are the two axes proposed by Burrell and Morgan, along which they classified 

paradigms: the order and regulation vs conflict and change and the objectivist/subjectivist 

axes.  It was argued in the thesis that there was an imbalance between the two axes, with 

                                                      
224 Chapter 9, sections 9.5, 9.6 
225 Chapter 10, section10.6.2 
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more weight given to the order/conflict axis than to the objectivist/subjectivist one.226  

Various writers have also criticised this weighting.  Morgan and Smircich (1980), for 

example, criticised Burrell and Morgan for overplaying order and regulation while ignoring 

power and conflict, and Willmott (1993) took issue with Burrell and Morgan for playing 

down ambiguity and tensions in their construction of paradigm boundaries.227 

The original contribution in this thesis is to connect Burrell and Morgan’s work with Burns 

and Stalker’s, through a critique of Burrell and Morgan’s location in their schema of The 

Management of Innovation.  The argument put forward in relation to Burns and Stalker’s book 

can be aligned with Morgan and Smirich’s and Willmott’s points about the playing down of 

conflict in Burrell and Morgan’s work.   But it is further argued in this thesis that because 

one of the two axes in Burrell and Morgan’s ‘two by two’ construction (order and 

regulation) was given prominence over the other, this imbalance between the two axes 

allowed Burrell and Morgan’s over-concern with order or regulation to outweigh 

ontological and epistemological approaches.   In other words, political preferences of order 

over (radical) change were given precedence over objectivist/subjectivist factors.   

Hence the subjectivist aspects of Burns and Stalker’s writing, which, the evidence has 

shown, are substantial, were overlooked and priority given to what was judged to be their 

regulative, consensual stance.  The fact that this decision underplayed the importance and 

space given to subjectivist elements, may have made it easier for Burrell and Morgan, 

despite their own criticisms of abstracted, empiricist factors interpretations of Burns and 

Stalker’s book, to place The Management of Innovation squarely in the functionalist 

paradigm.228 

The argument made here is that the subjectivist elements are so important that the book 

straddles both the functionalist and interpretive paradigms, and despite Burrell and 

Morgan’s preferences, should be located mainly in the interpretive paradigm.  This is the 

final argument in this thesis answering the first objective, and establishing that there were 

significant differences between Burns and Stalker’s original text and mainstream 

representations – to the extent that they are substantially in different paradigms. 

                                                      
226 Chapter 7, sections 7.7.1.2, 7.7.2.2. 
227 See eg chapter 7, section 7.7.1.2. 
228 See chapter 7, passim. 
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A second contribution in relation to Burrell and Morgan’s location of Burns and Stalker’s 

work in the functionalist paradigm has emphasised the influence that important works as 

Burrell and Morgan’s undoubtedly was, could have on the criteria and legitimation of what 

has counted as knowledge in the organisation/management field.  It has been 

demonstrated how certain ideas can take precedence over other ideas, even when they 

might contradict earlier ones, and that such decisions about what counts as knowledge are 

made for many, sometimes extraneous, factors unconnected with epistemological criteria.   

To the knowledge of this author, the linking of the above argument with Burrell and 

Morgan’s location of Burns and Stalker’s book, is an original contribution.  Burrell and 

Morgan first took issue with abstract empiricist interpretations of The Management of 

Innovation, but then themselves plumped for locating Burns and Stalker’s contingency 

theory unequivocally in the predominantly objectivist functionalist paradigm.  This, it was 

suggested, may have been for reasons to do with contingency theories being fitted into the 

abstract, empiricist mould of the Aston studies (1976-1981), or as also suggested, because 

of the priorities given by them to one axis over the other in their model.229 

This could have been one of the influences, suggested in this thesis, which led to objectivist 

interpretations of The Management of Innovation.  It points to the possible vulnerability of 

what has counted as knowledge regarding that book to particular ideological preferences on 

the part of authors writing about it.230  Such preferences might also have been one of the 

reasons for the objectivist characterisations and research applications of The Management of 

Innovation being channelled more widely in this scholarship.   

This links in with other arguments made in this thesis that this is typical of other 

epistemological issues found through this research and decided on criteria not always to do 

with the validity and quality of scholarship.  It has extended beyond questions of 

representations of Burns and Stalker’s book to, for example, the non-engagement by 

researchers with critiques of contingency research made over decades, some by mainstream 

scholars in the same journals231 – again an original critique, to the knowledge of this author.   

This too could contribute to theories about how knowledge is produced – in this instance 

                                                      
229 Chapter 7, section 7.7.1.2. 
230 This of course has been shown to be applicable to representations of other texts, as shown with 
regard to Lewin, Adam Smith, Popper and Wittgenstein.  See chapter 4, section 4.3. 
231 See eg chapter 5, section 5.9. 
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through the writings of scholars whose work has been important in the mapping of 

literature in the organisation/management in terms of their paradigm construction. 

 

10.6.3 Contingency theory as a model and benchmark 

It has been suggested in this thesis that contingency theories have been defined and 

grouped together by many scholars, with the consequence that those that were more 

objectivist, such as the Aston studies (1976-1981) were probably interpreted as a template 

for all contingency theories.  This is an idea that this author has not come across explicitly 

in the literature.   What has been seen, as mentioned above, are critiques of objectivist 

scholarship, by both mainstream scholars (eg Otley 1980, 2007) and by more critical 

theorists (eg Panozzo 1997, Willmott (2011).232  However, connections between ways in 

which contingency theories have been interpreted, how objectivist approaches have been 

generalised to all contingency theories and how this has influenced scholarship and 

evaluations of scholarship more generally in the UK and the US is an original contribution.   

This importance and role accorded to structuralist contingency theory has highlighted a 

further likely explanation for objectivist representations of The Management of Innovation.   

Hitherto explanations for objectivist representations of Burns and Stalker were put at the 

door of US scholarship requirements, particulary by the editors of prestigious journals (see 

eg Burrell & Morgan 1979).  But it is argued in this thesis that in light of the evidence that 

objectivist contingency theory was the template for contingency theory among many 

scholars in the UK as well as the US, this is also likely to be one of the explanations for 

objectivist representations of Burns and Stalker’s ideas – a further original contribution to 

explanations for such representations, and again a possible addition to theories about the 

production of knowledge. 

It is another example of problems with representation, perhaps in the form of mimeticism.  

Even scholars, eg Hopper and Power (2001) who were critical of objectivist approaches 

nevertheless chose to accept objectivist interpretations of Burns and Stalker’s work, 

probably because this model had been used for representations of all contingency 

theories.233  This is suggested as one answer to why mainstream representations were 

                                                      
232 See eg chapter 8, section 8.6.1. 
233 Chapter 8, section 8.7.2. 



 

215 
 

objectivist, and to what has been seen to count as knowledge in this area – again not seen 

by this researcher in the existing literature.   

The generalisation of structuralist contingency theory to all contingency theories may serve 

as an explanation for the interesting discrepancy in Accounting, Organizations and Society, 

which was founded to include pluralist approaches regarding the interface between 

organisation processes and management accounting (Hopwood 1976) and did so in many 

of the papers published in that journal.  However when it came to research applications of 

Burns and Stalker, objectivist scholarship, as has been seen, was predominant.234  This 

potentially puzzling exception to the aims and publications in AOS may have been due to 

the influence and generalisation of structuralist contingency theory – highlighted in this 

thesis as an influence over scholarship in this field. 

Contingency theory has been a benchmark for evaluating scholarship more generally in the 

organisation/management and management accounting fields over the decades.   Those 

who regarded (objectivist) contingency theories as still dominant, were of the opinion that 

objectivism was still strong more generally in the organisation/management literature (eg 

(Drazin & Van de Ven 1985).  Those who saw contingency theories as losing their 

importance extended this more generally to scholarship in the field, concluding that the 

subject area was becoming broader and more eclectic (eg Hopper et al 2001).  What this 

thesis has contributed to the above idea is to highlight the importance accorded to 

contingency theory in evaluating knowledge in organisation/management scholarship 

generally, and to demonstrate the fragility, shifting and contingent nature of interpretations 

and evaluations in the academic literature of this same literature.   

 

10.6.4 Methodology 

A dialectical methodology has allowed for a multi-perspectival in-depth analysis of the 

issues selected to explore this topic, and has enabled a study asking different sets of 

questions and using different literatures to explore those questions.  It is believed that this 

type of methodology has not been used in this field in relation to a text and its 

representations.  The thesis is structured around two dialectical circles, the first seeking to 

establish similarities and differences between mainstream representations of Burns and 

                                                      
234 See eg chapter 5, section 5.5.2. 
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Stalker’s book and the original text.  The different perspectives employed have achieved an 

in-depth analysis in order to arrive at as clear and confirmatory a picture as possible about 

the similarities and differences between the two types of text and their significance.   

What have been explored are the problems associated with establishing meanings in texts 

and arriving at interpretations which have claims to validity; problems with representations 

in relation to the specific research question posed in this thesis and of texts generally; 

detailed textual analyses of the original text and its representations; and a comparison 

between each type of text in relation to its paradigm location and boundaries.   

This approach has substantiated from different perspectives the claims made of 

discrepancies between Burns and Stalker’s text and many of its mainstream representations.  

It has allowed for the distinctiveness of different issues to be shown and also their 

connections, for example the connection in the first dialectical circle between problems of 

representation generally in terms of the situatedness or habitus of the researcher and the 

influence of the actual context of these researchers, primarily the academy, as an 

explanation for their objectivist representations of Burns and Stalker’s book, and for their 

objectivist approaches more widely in the literature. 

The second dialectical circle is concerned with explanations for these discrepancies.  The 

methodology again consists of the use of different perspectives to arrive at explanations for 

the strength and persistence of objectivist scholarship in representations and research 

applications of The Management of Innovation.  The influence of the academy – its institutions 

and artefacts, principally academic journals - is examined for its advocacy of objectivist 

scholarship.  Other institutional pressures within academe and from without are linked to 

the pressures for objectivist scholarship as are the influences of other disciplines and the 

language of tropes.  Through this dialectical approach, it was able to link deeper 

epistemological bases on which this scholarship rested, principally the narrower defintions 

of science and scientific method, to questions of commensurability and 

incommensurability. 

The ability to pursue the same question from different perspectives not necessarily 

connected with each other has enabled a kind of qualitative triangulation, resulting in more 

confidence in the findings for each objective: the confirmation that there were significant 

differences between The Management of Innovation and mainstream representations; and the 

complexity of explanations, which started from the academy, and from there to particular 
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definitions of science, linked with constructions of incommensurability in the field as a 

whole.   Previous resesarch into representations of texts in this literature, based on papers, 

could not go into this amount of depth, using such different perspectives.  As outlined in 

Chapter 2 (passim), various issues such as narrowing and simplification, focus on 

managerialism, stereotyping, personal preferences and foci on managerialism were 

discussed, but the depth of textual analysis, the different perspectives explored and 

connections with broader scholarship were not investigated in the published papers. 

The critical realist ontology underpinning this methodology – Bhaskar’s critical realism, 

with its focus on absence is echoed by other concepts such as Foucault’s idea that 

‘discourse is a violence that we do to things, or in any case a practice that we impose on 

them; and it is in this practice that the events of discourse find their regularity’ (1981:67), 

and Derrida’s description of blind spots of prejudice as ‘exclusionary violence’ (Norris 

2002:xxiv).  What has not been done before is the focus on absence in mainstream 

representations regarding Burns and Stalker’s second and third independent variables (and 

hence on a large part of the book) regarding human agency, career and political interests, 

process and, in many of the organisations studied, dysfunction and failure.   The 

implications of such absences for scholarship, practice, education and the field more widely 

is also an original contribution in these subject areas (see below).235 

The contribution of this methodology and its findings to theory highlights the question as 

to what counts as knowledge, given the substantive differences between The Management of 

Innovation, the pressures often stemming from non-epistemological criteria and the 

contestable nature of some of the epistemological criteria, particularly the definitions of 

scientific method, on which this objectivist scholarship has been based. 

 

10.6.5  What counts as knowledge 

As well as being concerned with similarities and differences between an original text and its 

representations, this thesis has sought to investigate how knowledge constructed from 

these representations is produced, legitimated and distributed.  The evidence has shown 

that the parameters for validity regarding what has counted as knowledge in mainstream 

representations of The Management of Innovation are very wide, or in MacIntyre’s (2007:30) 

                                                      
235 Chapter 10, section 10.10. 
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terminology ‘tolerant’, as significant absences in the knowledge produced were validated 

and distributed.   These lacunae included the absenting of the majority of actors in the 

organisations they studied, and the influence Burns and Stalker found these players were 

able to wield on organisation processes and consequently on managerial change strategies.  

Further, this type of scholarship was found to be objectivist or functionalist; its validation 

hanging on particular definitions of science and scientific method which were contested by 

historians and philosophers of science; and that such approaches were widespread in the 

organisation/management and management accounting fields.236  The strength of such 

approaches was evidenced through their imperviousness to criticisms, even from 

mainstream scholars in the same journals.237  This is a contribution to the theoretical 

understanding that what determines what counts as legitimate knowledge cannot be shown 

to be governed by clear epistemological (and logical) criteria alone.   

Explanations in the second part of this thesis for these representations and for the 

predominance of objectivist scholarship more generally have reinforced the idea that far 

more than scholarly judgment is at issue.  The evidence rather has shown that it is 

intimately connected with institutional social, economic and political imperatives in the 

academic establishment, itself governed by wider influences, and by personal, career, 

disciplinary and paradigmatic rivalries.  Also, that it is adjudicated according to criteria far 

more various than scholarly validity, ranging from choices made because of influential 

individual preferences, mimeticism and its opposite, impermeability, regarding other 

scholarship.  Closer to home, the evidence has shown that scholarly approaches influenced 

more widely by certain constructs of contingency theory were important in determining the 

state of scholarship in this field.  As mentioned, they may have played a substantial part in 

dominant representations produced of Burns and Stalker’s work.238 

Previous research, as mentioned in the literature review in chapter 2, has also highlighted 

criteria for representation that were non-epistemological such as those centred largely on 

political factors ignoring emancipatory aspects in Lewin’s and Maslow’s theories, and on 

simplifying and stereotyping Fayol, Follett and Urwick’s ideas.239  However the indepth 

analysis showing detailed comparisons and consequently precise lacunae in the 

                                                      
236 Chapter 9 passim, and particularly sections 9.3.1 and 9.5. 
237 Chapter 5, section 5.9. 
238 Chapter 10, section 10.6.3. 
239 Chapter 2 passim. 
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representations of Burns and Stalker’s book were perforce absent in the earlier literature 

given that that research took the form of much shorter journal articles.  The research in 

these articles was not generalised to the literature as a whole, nor were connections made 

between aspects of those representations and other central issues in the field as a whole.   

The reasons given for those representations were also much less detailed and 

encompassing than presented in this thesis. 

Thus what counts as knowledge has been shown to be fragile, being based on a variety of 

non-scholarly factors and standards as well as scholarly ones.   It has also been shown to be 

vulnerable to extraneous pressures to do with power, politics, personal interests, managerial 

ideologies and governmental influences.  A warrant for valid and legitimate knowledge is 

further weakened through having been governed by certain definitions and applications of 

key epistemological concepts in the field, notably narrow definitions of science and 

scientific method, which it has been shown are not only questionable for social science 

scholarship but also for the natural sciences.240 

To the knowledge of this author links between the predominance of objectivist scholarship 

in these fields and definitions of science and scientific method have not previously been 

made, and neither have connections between these and the construction and practices of 

incommensurability.241  This is a potentially significant contribution to theory about what 

counts as knowledge, supported by the empirical analysis provided regarding the 

representations of Burns and Stalker’s ideas, the pressures to maintain objectivist 

scholarship, the strength of the resistance to critiques of such research, and the wider links 

in support of such approaches through the ideologies and practices of incommensurability. 

 

10.7 One interpretation 

It must be emphasised again that this is only one interpretation of representations of The 

Management of Innovation and of the more general analysis regarding what has counted as 

knowledge in the organisation, management and management accounting fields.  It is 

acknowledged that different interpretations are possible and that different conclusions 

could be reached.  However the evidence used for this thesis is considered to provide 

ample support for the position adopted.  The detailed research showing differences in the 
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texts, the links made with more general theoretical issues in the organisation/management 

fields, particularly the embeddedness in them of epistemological and methodological 

dialectical oppositions, constitute the bases for the analysis in this thesis. 

 

10.8 Limitations of the thesis 

One of the limitations of this thesis is that wider societal explanations and implications 

have not been explored.  The furthest this analysis has gone is to demonstrate pressures on 

the academy from corporations particularly in the US, and from the US government in the 

face of Soviet technological competition.  In the UK the government’s hostility to 

sociology in the 1980s was shown to have had the unintended consequence of sociologists 

moving to business and accounting departments, and exerting influence on the type of 

scholarship produced there.   

An analysis of the relationship between mainstream scholarship and the concepts and 

imperatives of broader issues in society, extending to links with capitalism itself, is outside 

the parameters of this thesis.  Questions of the relationship between knowledge and power 

have been limited to an exploration of mainstream knowledge produced in the 

organisation/management fields, to its epistemological preferences for structural factors 

and data from senior management as part of its aim to produce objectivist scholarship, and 

the consequences of this for knowledge and for the construction of power in organisations. 

Another possible limitation is that only two journals were used as the main sources for the 

data – Accounting, Organizations and Society (AOS) and the Administrative Science Quarterly 

(ASQ).  This has been discussed in chapter 3, where a rationale emphasising the 

importance and relevance of these journals is given.242  The advantages of making a more 

in-depth study of fewer journals were that one could see and compare more easily different 

scholarly approaches within them, evaluate the degree of interaction between scholars 

using similar and different approaches and see to what extent critiques of one type of 

scholarship were taken up and debated between authors writing in the same journals.  The 

trends in this field of scholarship were also more easily apparent. 

 

                                                                                                                                                           
241 Chapter 9, sections 9.13, 9.14, 9.15. 
242 See chapter 3, section 3.7. 
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10.9 Scope for further research 

There is much scope for further research.  First there is the need for other texts and their 

representations in these fields to be researched in detail.  Although there have been articles 

published along this theme, and comparisons drawn with other textbook and journal article 

representations of knowledge in this field, it is important to compare representations of 

other influential texts in depth with their originals.  If substantially different, as the 

evidence has shown to be the case in this study, it should encourage a revision of accepted 

interpretations of such texts in the interests of a fuller and more sustainable scholarship.  

Secondly, the production of a more emancipatory scholarship as advocated by critical 

realist theorists through more holistic knowledge, and as supported in this thesis through 

overcoming existing dialectical oppositions, also offers scope for building on work already 

done, such as the papers by Chenhall and Euske (2007) and by Brown and Brignall (2007). 

 

10.10 Significance of this study 

The evidence in this thesis, gathered initially from comparisons between representations of 

The Management of Innovation and the original text, and then from other sources in the 

literature, principally in academic journals, has shown that knowledge has largely been 

bifurcated, first regarding mainstream representations of Burns and Stalker’s work and also 

more widely in the areas of organisation/management and management accounting , with 

only part of that knowledge constituting the discourse in mainstream scholarship. 

 

10.10.1 Objective 1 
 
Through the first dialectical circle the first objective - the similarities and differences 

between Burns and Stalker’s original text and mainstream representations – was answered 

and confirmed from a variety of perspectives, which all showed that there were large and 

important differences between the two sets of texts.  Significant absences were the 

‘subjectivist’ factors, or those to do with human politics, power, agency and process.  These 

differences, intrinsic to dominant objectivist approaches were generalised to scholarship in 

the organisation/management and management accounting fields as a whole, their 

prevalence demonstrated through the impermeability and persistence of these approaches 
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in the face of criticisms, some by mainstream scholars, often in the same journal, through 

recent decades. 

 
 

10.10.2 Objective 2 
 
Linked with the production of this type of knowledge are answers to the second objective 

– explanations for these differences or absences.  This proved to be more complex.   One 

could not attribute the production of objectivist scholarship wholly to the proclivities of 

journal editors of high-ranking journals in the US, as had been suggested by some authors, 

eg Burrell and Morgan (1979).  Scholarship in the US, despite a strong objectivist bent, 

proved to be more eclectic.  Ultimately two sets and levels of explanation were suggested: a 

multiplicity of factors to do with the academy and the wider influences upon it; and at a 

deeper level, the epistemological and methodological foundations and legitimations of 

mainstream scholarship by what it is here argued is a narrow and contestable interpretation 

of science and scientific method.  The significance of this finding is that justifications for 

objectivist scholarship on the grounds of this limited definition of science and scientific 

method have been generalised to and used as a basis for much of the knowledge produced 

in the organisation,management and management accounting fields. 

 

10.10.3 Significance of this work to research 

This thesis has various ‘lessons’ for researchers, both those relying on representations of 

theories and more widely, those using dominant approaches which may be fashionable and 

desirable in the academy.   Despite the tolerant parameters as to what has counted as 

knowledge in this field, where objectivist approaches have been legitimated and subjectivist 

ones excluded, there are in these situations a number of pitfalls which could impinge on 

the validity of the approaches used by researchers.  It has been shown that unswerving 

adherence to an approach that may not be entirely appropriate or adequate might omit 

important issues, analysis, and consequently, knowledge.  In this instance, subjectivist 

factors such as human intention and agency, organisational processes and factors leading to 

dysfunctionalism and failure, all emphasised as important for understanding organisational 

change initiatives by Burns and Stalker, were absented from mainstream scholarship.  This 
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thesis has aimed to show how this truncated the knowledge available and put into question 

the validity and legitimacy of such knowledge in the face of such absences. 

Researchers could produce more varied, in-depth knowledge if they used broader, more 

pluralist approaches in which the knowledge produced included wider foci of inquiry – a 

wider range of respondents, and questions concerned with human agency as well as 

structure.  As mentioned above,243 this may be difficult to achieve as it would involve going 

against the grain and the accepted cannon, and against existing political and managerial 

interests which, as the evidence has shown, are very strong.   However alternative examples 

included in the thesis could be useful to researchers as they have managed to produce 

richer analyses and knowledge encompassing actual actors, events, processes, successes and 

failures, and have avoided the idealised abstracted empiricism noted by Burrell and Morgan 

(1979) and Panozzo (1997) among others.  Chenhall and Euske’s (2007) paper has been 

used as one such example in chapter 9.244 

As mentioned in the section on scope for further research245 the significance of this work 

for research is that it should also encourage researchers to revisit established interpretations 

and representations of other texts in the organisation/management and management 

accounting fields.   This might lead to a substantial revision of accepted knowledge 

regarding such texts and their authors, lead to a more inclusive and holistic scholarship, as 

advocated in this thesis, and encourage new research in the directions suggested above. 

 

10.10.4 Significance of this work to teaching 

Textbooks have been widely used in this thesis as examples of mainstream representations 

of The Management of Innovation.  They are important in framing the limits and legitimacy of 

the subject, the ‘objects of inquiry’ selected, and the approaches adopted.  They are also 

influential in the lecture room as they constitute one of the main media through which 

courses are taught at universities particularly at undergraduate level.   It has been seen (in 

chapters 4, 6 and 7 passim) that in popular, widely used textbooks (along with journal 

articles) the focus was narrowed to only one of Burns and Stalker’s independent variables – 

                                                      
243 Chapter 10, section 10.6.5. 
244 Chapter 9, section 9.11.1. 
245 Chapter 10, section 9. 
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the relationship between organisation structure and environment – omitting the two other 

variables to do with human agency, process, and the successes and failures of 

organisational change strategies.   

One can argue, as is done below with regard to practitioners, that this is an inadequate 

picture of what Burns and Stalker found through their research, and indeed is an 

inadequate picture of other issues in this field where recourse is made only to objectivist 

scholarship.  One can make a claim, as has been done in this thesis, that more needs to be 

known about organisational change than what have been seen as abstract, reified structures 

being mapped onto different organisational environments.246  Students need to be in 

possession of a larger, more holistic picture: about all the actors involved in the situation, 

their voices and capacities for action, what types of influence they have had or could have 

on managerial change strategies, and the difficulties involved for managers in implementing 

these strategies.   

An evaluation of this and other objectivist approaches could be pursued in order to 

encourage critical thinking in students, with attention paid to the assumptions behind such 

scholarship: the focus on managerial organisational knowledge and power, the absence and 

silence regarding the knowledge, attitudes and actions of other members in organisations; 

and the implications of these for power and control in organisations, and indeed for 

scholarship in these fields. 

 

10.10.5 Significance of this work to practitioners 

This research is significant from the point of view of practitioners seeking to implement 

organisational change policies and other policies too.  It has been shown that objectivist 

approaches have been criticised for their ‘abstracted empiricism’ (Burrell & Morgan 

1979:104-106); abstract models postulating the existence of idealized worlds’ (Panozzo 

1997:459) and unhelpful in showing the actual consequences of contingent differences in 

organisations (Otley 2006).   

It has similarly been claimed in this thesis that the dialectical oppositions constructed 

between objectivist and subjectivist approaches with absences arising from exclusively 



 

225 
 

objectivist-oriented scholarship have led to a more limited knowledge about organisations, 

organisational processes, the actors involved in those processes and the resulting potential 

problems for managers in successfully implementing change and other strategies – issues 

practitioners need to know about.   These would include, as Chenhall and Euske (2007) 

detailed, which strategies were successful and why, which were unsuccessful, and at what 

stages of the change process did certain strategies prove more suitable than others.247  For 

this reason too a plea is made for more inclusive, holistic scholarship which would avoid 

being a ‘disservice’ to practitioners.248 

 

10.10.6 Significance of this work to the discipline 

A major argument in this thesis is that the major dialectic constructed between Burns and 

Stalker’s book and mainstream representations, equivalent to the dialectic between 

objectivist and subjectivist approaches has been prevalent throughout 

organisation/management and management accounting, and that the parameters for 

validity have valued dominant objectivist approaches almost exclusively.249  The 

significance of this analysis for the discipline is that the strength of objectivist approaches 

throughout the field has been highlighted, but puts into question the pursuance of this 

dominant scholarship to the exclusion of more pluralist approaches, and the absenting of 

subjectivist factors including the potential significance of human agency and process.   As 

already argued above,250 the absence of knowledge about employee interests, actions and 

resistance, and equally about the actual difficulties facing chief executives in their 

implementations of change has been a limiting factor in the validity and sustainability of 

this type of knowledge and of little use either to students or to practitioners.   

What has been regarded as valid and often exclusively legitimate knowledge has been hung 

on the peg of narrow definitions of science and scientific method.  This view has been 

shown to be contestable through claims by eminent historians and philosophers of science 

that science is broader in its methods.  Also that science includes subjectivist influences 

                                                                                                                                                           
246 Chapter 6, passim. 
247 Chapter 9, section 9.11.1. 
248 Dye et al 2005:1390 wrote about the ‘disservice’ the content of organisation textbook did to  
scholars like Maslow.  See chapter 2, section 2.3.4. 
249 Chapter 10, section 10.6.4. 



 

226 
 

both through the particular communities scientists work in, and their subjectivist 

interpretations of data, evaluated by them in different ways because of their different 

backgrounds and concerns.  It has been suggested, therefore, that the appellation of 

‘objectivist’, so important to the dominant cannon in the management field, is open to 

question, given the subjectivist characteristics attributed to science, and also given the 

arguments made in the previous chapter of subjectivist elements already present in 

objectivist methods.  Examples used were the choices made by the researcher in terms of 

her object of inquiry and research methodology including the selection of respondents and 

the questions asked.251 

This, as has been claimed by others in relation to the organisation/management and 

management accounting fields and also to the social sciences more generally, has been 

deleterious to scholarship.  One of the problems with objectivism, seeking to establish 

objective regularities independent of individual consciousness and wills, was that it 

‘introduced a radical discontinuity between theoretical and practical knowledge’ (Bourdieu 

1990:26).  Bourdieu’s argument, mentioned earlier, was that both objectivist and 

subjectivist aspects were essential for knowledge, and that the emphasis on objectivism and 

exclusion of subjectivist factors was a ‘mutiliation’ (Bourdieu 1990:25).252  

Derrida criticised western scholarship as a whole for the centrality of binary oppositions 

through the centuries, which he termed ‘violent’ hierarchies and which, through his 

concepts of deconstruction and supplementarity, he argued should be overturned in order 

to bring ‘low what was high’, disorganise the inherited order and arrive at a new concept 

(Derrida 2002d:41-2).253  Bhaskar’s work on critical realism has also posited that the 

dialectical oppositions in dominant scholarship constructed absences which he saw as de-

emancipatory.  A major emphasis in his work was about the ‘absenting of absences’, as in 

the absenting of mistakes in dialectic, towards a holistic, totalising, emancipatory 

scholarship in which the interdependence of objectivist and subjectivist approaches would 

be recognised, and appropriate inclusive methodologies adopted so that a stronger, more 

sustainable (check) and emancipatory scholarship would be achieved (Bhaskar 1993:83).254 

                                                                                                                                                           
250 Chapter 10, passim. 
251 Chapter 9, section 9.9. 
252 See chapter 9, section 9.14.2. 
253 See chapter 4, section 4.8.3. 
254 See chapter 3, section 3.4. 
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This further encourages arguments for the inclusion of what has been regarded as 

subjectivist scholarship to complement what has been regarded as objectivist scholarship.  

This is supported by others in the management accounting fields such as Brown and 

Brignall (2007) and Modell (2009).  Examples have been given in this thesis of broader 

scholarship where multi-dimensional research methods have been used, and where the 

subjectivist factors to do with human intention and will in relation to organisation systems 

and structures are included as significant determinants of managerial strategies, as in the 

analysis of Chenhall and Euske’s (2007) work in chapter 9.255 

The question still remains as to why objectivist scholarship was preferred over other 

approaches, particularly in view of the criticisms by mainstream scholars outlined in the 

thesis, and of the availability of alternative approaches showing a richer, more explanatory 

scholarship regarding organisational change as did Chenhall and Euske’s (2007) journal 

article.  The ‘tolerance’ in the social sciences for different paradigms (McIntyre 2007:90)256 

and its seeming indifference to the value of practical knowledge and workable solutions as 

Kuhn had emphasised for the natural sciences (Kuhn 1970)257 may also have encouraged 

scholars to use their preferred methods of inquiry without considering the potential 

advantages of complementary approaches, which would bridge the dialectical oppositions 

constructed. 

A deeper explanation is the significance of the political underpinnings of objectivist 

scholarship in this field.  Support for the power of managers, through the sometimes 

implicit assumption that they exclusively have the prerogative to plan and effect change, 

seems to have overridden epistemological problems such as the absences in the scholarship 

of employee agency and of knowledge about the risk of managerial strategies being 

rendered dysfunctional, issues which Burns and Stalker had pointed out time and again in 

relation to their own research.258  This remains an issue for all the social sciences, if not for 

those further afield. 

 

10.11 Conclusion 

                                                      
255 Chapter 9, section 9.11.1. 
256 See chapter 8, section 8.2. 
257 See chapter 7, section 7.3. 
258 See particularly chapter 6, passim. 
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Significant issues around scholarship and what counts as knowledge have been raised.  

Evidence has shown that in mainstream scholarship the framing of these issues has been 

based on the construction of a dialectical opposition between what counts as legitimate 

knowledge and what is absented.  Mainstream scholars have generally opted for an 

approach which is functionalist and objectivist, according to Burrell and Morgan’s (1979) 

paradigm construction.  Such scholarship has been regarded by many, including Burrell and 

Morgan (1979) and Panozzo (1997) as being at the extreme end of the functionalist 

paradigm – an ‘abstracted form of empiricism’ or scholarship with a focus on structural 

characteristics, an objectified and static view of social reality and an a-theoretical approach 

(Burrell & Morgan 1979:180).  These oppositions with mainstream scholarship generally 

focussing on objectivist factors present a view of organisations with significant absences, in 

critical realist terminology (Bhaskar 1998).   

 

More multi-paradigmatic analyses would complement the absences in mainstream analyses 

if they included knowledge about people reacting to, modifying and sometimes resisting 

managerial policies and the effects of this on organisations and organisation processes.  

They would also be of more value to researchers, students and practitioners.  Arguments 

for a bridging in this discipline of dialectical oppositions and for commensurability and 

complementarity between objectivist and subjectivist approaches have been suggested 

because of longstanding critiques of objectivist approaches, because of broader definitions 

of science and scientific method, and because of the claims made in this thesis that what 

has been regarded as objectivist research in any case includes subjectivist elements, which 

were key to the framing of problems, the solutions proposed and ultimately the knowledge 

produced. 

This is in harmony with critical realist thinking, in that it shows the interdependence of 

structural and human factors.  The recognition of the latent power of employees in 

determining organisational strategy could go some way towards the liberating discourses in 

line with one of the ambitious aims in Bhaskar’s book, Dialectic: 

“the development of a … dialectic … capable of sustaining the development of a general 
metatheory for the social sciences, on the basis of which they will be capable of 
functioning as agencies of human self-emancipation” (Hartwig 2008:xiv). 

 

10.12 Concluding remarks 
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This thesis has been concerned with the implications for organisational knowledge through 

representations of a key text in mainstream scholarship.  An analysis of textbook 

representations and research applications of Burns and Stalker’s book have formed its 

basis.  It is suggested that the objectivist approaches in these mainstream representations of 

The Management of Innovation, which are generalisable to scholarship in the field more widely, 

would be complemented and supported by broader ontological, epistemological and 

methodological approaches.  Despite the difficulties mentioned above, namely political, 

institutional and governmental pressures acting on scholars individually and collectively, 

overcoming the dialectical oppositions between objectivist and subjectivist scholarship 

would be likely to achieve a more inclusive and holistic analysis of organisational change, of 

organisational processes and of the crucial roles played by the multiplicity of actors in 

organisations.  Commensurability in approaches would span this binary divide and would 

serve scholarship in terms of valid, legitimate, sustainable and ultimately more 

emancipatory knowledge. 
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Appendix 1 

Descriptive summary of The Management of Innovation by chapter, and of the 

prefaces by Burns to 1966 and 1994 editions 

The 1961 edition has the same content as later editions, which have additional prefaces.  A 

chapter by chapter outline is set out below, with the context being an analysis of 20 firms 

in Scotland and England in the electronics industry facing rapid technological and 

commercial change primarily in the 1950s.  The fullest summaries are of Chapter 6, which 

is the one including Burns and Stalker’s model of mechanistic and organic systems, and of 

the two additional prefaces in 1966 and 1994.  Interestingly, in the 1966 preface Burns 

claims that he has in certain ways been misunderstood (see below). 

Chapter 1 Introduction 

The Scottish firms mostly failed; the English firms were more successful.  Reasons for 

failure were the separation of new technical/scientific teams (also called industrial 

scientists, design engineers and laboratory engineers) from the rest of the organisation; 

inability of management to effect changes from mechanistic to organic systems; conflict 

between sectional groups for power and status, which influenced organisational goals. 

The advantages and disadvantages of organic systems were set out. 

The aim of the study was to examine management’s abilities to direct, co-ordinate and 

control a working community. 

Data collection was various: from conversations, observation, meeting and interviews with 

as large a number of people as possible in managerial and supervisory positions. 

Part One: The External Circumstances 

Chapter 2 The Organization of Technical Progress and Social Change 

Technological development determined societal and organisational changes.  Problems 

included constraints and fears by employees; costs to those in control; external loyalties of 

industrial scientists and their separation from the rest of the organisation; and increased 

complexity of management tasks with increased size of firms. 

Chapter 3 The Development of the Electronics Industry and the Scottish Council’s 

Scheme 
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After World War II the electronics industry grew with production increasingly directed to 

commercial rather than military purposes. 

Scottish firms got support from government, from the Scottish Council and from Ferranti, 

the most experienced electronics firm, to help develop knowledge and experience.  This 

became the focal point of Burns and Stalker’s study. 

Chapter 4 The Market Context: Uncertainty and the Quest for Markets in the Post-

War Period 

Firms had to change from user-initiated developments to anticipating and educating 

customers. 

There were conflicts between sales and engineers for resources, policy and patronage, 

which ‘played a significant part in shaping organizational structure’ p 61 

Scottish firms unable to adapt to new market.  Management strategies proved ‘utterly 

inappropriate’ p 73 

Part Two: Organization and Change 

Chapter 5 Management Structures and Systems: Organization as an Interpretive 

System 

Example of stable situation: viscose rayon filament production had clearly defined tasks 

and responsibility and authority in hierarchy with familiar expectations and beliefs. 

Example of changing situation: switchgear electrical engineering company had to have 

modifications in hierarchy - lateral communication instead of traditional roles and routines, 

and decision-making opened up to wider group of managers when dealing with 

contingencies. 

Problems: people at the top not always conversant with operational problems; blurring of 

definitions of management responsibilities and authority led to insecurities. 

High degree of managers’ interaction with others to define tasks and functions was 

unending as roles were continually redefined; resulted in insecurity regarding ability to 

interact socially as appropriate and regarding claims to authority. 

Advantages: awareness of common purpose helped people communicate and cooperate. 

Chapter 6 Mechanistic and Organic Systems of Management 
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Systems of management is a dependent variable. 

Independent variables are: 

  i) different rates of technical or market change 

  ii) the relative strength of individual commitments to political and status-gaining ends 

 iii) the relative capacity of the directors of a concern to lead. 

Individuals always seek to achieve their own private purposes other than the organisation’s, 

often through informal groups or structures, which themselves impose commitments on 

their members which may be incompatible with the formal organisation. 

Sociologists are primarily interested in these informal relations and structures.  Examples of 

such researchers are Taylor, Mayo, Gouldner and Selznick. 

The activities of informal groups and individuals pursuing ends distinct from those of the 

organisation ‘account for the distortions and frustrations ... experienced by working 

organizations’ p 100   

Third variable is then discussed: the role of senior executives is to decide the nature of the 

task; gauge the rate of change, adjust the internal management system to the external 

technical and commercial parameters; and to ensure that people in the organisation are 

sufficiently committed to the organisation for it to achieve its purpose.  This fits in with 

first two variables. 

Models of mechanistic and organic structures are then outlined including their 

characteristics; their appropriateness for different environmental conditions and their 

strengths and weaknesses. 

Organic structures require more extensive commitments and the development of shared 

values by employees, making the distinction between formal and informal systems more 

difficult.  Lack of definition and structure in organic forms make some managers uneasy 

and anxious because of uncertainties about what they should be doing and what is 

expected of them. 

These two forms represent a polarity with intermediate stages, and not a dichotomy.  Their 

relationship between them is elastic and an organisation oscillating between stability and 

change may also oscillate between the two forms. 
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Chapter 7 Working Organization, Political System and Status within the Concern 

Last two chapters were about systems of management; this chapter is about effect of 

change on individuals’ and groups’ self-interest.  Urge for clarity because of rivalries, 

insecurities regarding status, power and career.  Encourages reversals to hierarchical 

structures. 

In one English firms lack of boundaries increased anxieties, led to top management coping 

with innovation and more commitment among colleagues; in one of its sales divisions, 

reversal to more mechanistic system, increase in authority of works manager, rivalries and 

delays in production and sales. 

Laboratory scientists privileged, separated from contact with other managers, defeated 

plans to use electronics for commercial ventures in Scotland. 

Political and status considerations ‘constantly influence the working organization, and 

influence it so as to reduce its effectiveness’ p 146 

Tactics applied in organisations: 

 effective working of mechanistic and organic procedures in appropriately in stability and 

change 

 applications of mechanistic procedures inappropriately to changing situations, and organic 

procedures to stable tasks 

 defence of status distorts requirements of working organisation 

Next chapter will consider broader aspects of situation of firms in light of these 

considerations. 

Chapter 8 The Laboratory and the Workshop 

Focus of studies was on process: one-way traffic from laboratories into production 

workshops and mistakes and conflicts because of ‘linguistics’. 

Different technical languages for different tasks, processes. 

Separation of laboratories led to tension between development work needing organic 

system embracing whole establishment and dissection of system into sections and 

traditional methods of engineering. 
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Intermediaries to communicate between engineers and production led to more 

mechanistic, isolationist functions. 

The fewer the links between development and production, the more likely people learned 

each other’s languages; the more links – the more horse-trading and mistakes. 

Chapter 9 Industrial Scientists and Managers: Problems of Power and Status: the 

Industrial Scientist 

Laboratory design engineers had high status and privileges, exclusion form managerial 

control and connections with professional groups, academic and government bodies. 

Linguistic difficulties, social and status barriers and tensions between organic research and 

development systems and mechanistic production systems. 

Led to faults in designs and problems with production. 

Laboratory engineers’ status was incompatible with and threat to existing political and 

status structures; allocation of power governed by status structure instead of functional 

requirements. 

Part Three: Direction and Shaping of Management Conduct 

Chapter 10 The Men at the Top 

Themes in the book as described by Burns and Stalker: 

i) Analytical scheme developed in chapter 6: approximation of working organisation to 

mechanistic or organic ‘determined by the operation of three ‘variables’ p 209 

ii) The effect of the first of these –rate of technical and market change – was discussed in Part 

I and Chapter 5. 

iii) ‘The second – the strength of personal commitments to the improvement or defence of 

status or power – formed the main subject of Part II p 209 

iv) ‘The third variable concerns the extent to which the managing director can interpret the 

technical and commercial situation, and can adapt the working organization and elicit the 

individual commitment to it for which the situation calls.  This is the subject of the 

remainder of this book, although, of course, it has made previous appearance in many 

connexions (see eg. chapters 4 and 7)’ p 209 
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In all 20 studies ‘extraordinary importance ascribed to the personal qualities of the 

managing director’ p 211 

Top manager’s duties: to set goals, parameters of tasks for different groups/individuals, 

largely determines management system. 

Challenges for top managers: isolation makes difficulties in gauging responses of people 

over whom has power of career opportunities; difficult to encourage co-operation among 

subordinates.  Most frequent tactic mentioned by respondents is playing off groups against 

each other. 

Politics around succession of MD, especially if stops performing of essential tasks. 

Chapter 11 The Shaping of Work Relationships 

Each person saw the organisation and job description from their own point of view. 

Subordination acceptable in mechanistic systems; in organic systems closer relationships 

with colleagues and loss of personal autonomy; more emotional and intellectual 

commitment. 

Difficulties because of rivalries, communication difficulties and production failures because 

of specialist industrial scientists, seen as threat to existing power and status structures. 

Example given of mechanistic structure headed by MD on whom subordinates depended 

daily; with increase in new products, expansion of teams but continuation of mechanistic 

system led to prevention of working relationships outside those with MD who overloaded 

with major and minor decisions.  This led to politics with everyone trying to shape working 

organisation according to own needs, growth of cliques around personal status and not 

occupational role. 

Chapter 12 Codes of Practice in Management Conduct 

Lateral open communication in organic systems not always easy to achieve.  Insecurities 

and pressures regarding appropriate social communication.  Cohesion and intimacy made 

difficulties for newcomers to be accepted.  Could lead to group rivalry and conflict. 

Last sentence: ‘This book has, in fact, dealt with an array of internal manifestations of the 

external tasks and problems, and of changes ... which affect the existence of the concern as 

a whole.  There is an obligation on management not only to interpret the external situation 
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... but to present the internal problems for what they truly are: the outcome of the stresses 

and changes in that situation ...’ p 262 

Burns (1966) Preface to Second Edition259 

Possible misunderstanding from first edition: didactic quality not intended. 

The core of all the studies is what happens when new, unfamiliar tasks are demanded of 

firms organised for stable conditions.  The appropriate management system in novel 

market and technological conditions is argued out in chapters 4, 5 and 6 – ‘so far as I am 

able to judge from subsequent uses and references, there must be some wrongly placed 

emphasis’ p xxi 

The subjects listed are: mechanistic and organic systems seen as dependent variables to rate 

of environmental change; MD’s overriding task is to interpret rate of change correctly – 

interpretative directive functions of top properly belong to the earlier section since ‘it is 

these functions that largely determine the effectiveness of the organization as a whole’ p 

xxii 

Much of the difference between mechanistic and organic systems is in the extent of 

people’s commitment in organic systems.  This commitment was only partially possible 

because of the ideology of bureaucracy being so deeply ingrained and produced 

‘dysfunctional forms of the mechanistic system’: recourse to superior (became overloaded); 

more bureaucratic structures developed, eg intermediaries; committees which were a ‘rare 

pathological response’ p xxiii 

Some firms couldn’t adapt because of employees’ aims outside of the organisation’s: career 

interests and challenges to leader’s goals and procedures; lack of strong commitment of 

individuals and groups.  ‘Since sectional interests … only display themselves in terms of the 

working organization, that organization becomes more or less adjusted to serving the ends 

of the political and career systems rather than those of the concern.’ p xxix 

Data was gathered through interviews, meetings, casual remarks, lengthy expositions and 

revelations during mealtimes and evening conversations, everyday routines, and happenings 

in offices, laboratories and workshops. 

                                                      
259 Pagination is from the 3rd Edition where prefaces are included in reverse order 
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The analysis was about commitments, and ambiguity of actions and events.  ‘We are, I 

believe, closer to a study of the social world as a process, instead of an anatomy frozen into 

“structured” immobility’ pp xxix-xxx. 

The book, according to Burns was about the following: 

‘The first part of the book is directly concerned with identifying industrial organization as 

the product of the actually developing change processes … .  And not only the 

“dysfunctional” but also the two ideal types of management system are presented as the 

outcome of the responses of managers to their commercial and technical situation … At 

the level of organizational analysis, it is the dynamics of situations and systems that are, I 

think, kept in mind throughout.’ p xxx 

‘In the past, the right of superiors to their rank and powers was hardly questioned … .  

More recently, as production and the market have moved into a fundamentally unstable 

relationship, and as the stream of technical innovation has quickened, the legitimacy of the 

hierarchical pyramid of management bureaucracy has been threatened by the sheer volume 

of novel tasks and problems …' pp xxx-xxxi 

‘The consequences of this alternation in the circumstances and value attached to seniority 

are visible in what seems to be an intensification of concern with internal politics and 

careerism’ p xxxi 

‘At this point organizational requirements are being visibly subordinated to those of the 

career system.  Admittedly this is in the hope of substantial  returns … but to the 

individual manager involved … or the displaced victim of all these contrivances, it seems 

that the competitive career system has become not only the paramount element in the 

concern but a game of snakes and ladders played by one or two powerful individuals with 

the sanction … of the board, and that it has ousted the realities of the co-operative system 

of management …’ p xxxiii 

 Burns (1994) Preface to Third Edition  

Change in political, economic and social circumstances from 1945 to early 1970s compared 

with 1990s: possibilities and expectations in terms of social change and improved 

economic welfare were wider than they have since become. 

The Management of Innovation had a fairly long shelf life, followed by Woodward’s and 

Crozier’s research.  All were different in subject matter, scope and findings.  In common 
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was a critical approach towards notions of nature, structure and processes of industrial 

organisation. 

In 1950s consensus was important and prepared the way for the dominance of 

functionalist theory in all the social sciences.  Social science could best play its part by 

identifying the obstacles and the sources of friction which impeded the proper functioning 

of organisations.  Works supportive of this kind of thinking: 

Roethlisberger and Dickson’s Management and the Worker; Mayo’s work and the notion of 

the informal organisation, which was contrasted with formal organisations as irrational, 

pathological and dysfunctional, and explaining Taylor’s failures at human engineering 

During 1950s balance began to shift with focus on rational structures (Taylor’s scientific 

management and Weber’s bureaucracy) as impediments to efficient and effective 

management. 

By end of 1950s, critical role of social sciences was reasserting itself. 

‘The first sign of a radically new departure in organization studies came towards the end of 

the 1950s.  J.G. March and Herbert Simon’s Organizations turned aside from concern with 

organizational structure or managerial control and focused instead on what its authors saw 

as important features of problem-solving and rational choice as fundamental to the 

structure and functioning of organizations.’ p xii-xiii 

‘My own preoccupation was with the structure and dynamics of interpersonal relationships, 

of the various interests pursued by individuals, and of the alliances they formed to further 

them and the social sub-systems observably present in organizations’ p xiii 

The Management of Innovation was both about alternative systems of management appropriate 

to different rates of change in technology and the market, like Simon and Woodward.  

‘Like Crozier, it recognized the presence of disputes about regulation, and, like Strauss, and 

Cyert and March, conflicting ideas about overall policy and strategy regarding change.  ‘To 

these it added competition among individuals for advancement and the recurrent problem 

of who was to succeed the chief executive.’ p xv 

Unlike some of the other theorists who assumed change to different structures would be 

natural, Burns’ own studies found that in most of the firms studied there was too much of 

a reluctance to change from habitual management structures and operational practices.  

The successful few were successful in changing systems. 
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The Management of Innovation also ‘made much of competitiveness and dissension within 

management.  The book was built around a basic distinction drawn between “mechanistic” 

and “organic” systems of management.  This left open the question of what made the 

difference between the firms which saw the point of changing their management style and, 

sometimes structure, and did so, however much trouble it took; those which saw the point 

and didn’t; and those which saw no reason at all to change their ways.’ p xvii 

‘People who work in firms are at one and the same time co-operators in a common 

enterprise and rivals for the material and intangible rewards of competition for 

advancement ….  The “rules of the game”, in this sense, can differ quite sharply from one 

organization to another.  It is also possible for the rules of the game to be challenged.  It is 

this which makes for internal politics – a topic that surfaced, along with careerism, in every 

organization in the study ….’ p xvii 

1970s brought pressures because of rises in oil prices to fiscal, banking, commercial and 

manufacturing systems; short-termism with rises in interest rates, takeovers, high inflation, 

Pacific Rim competition.  First sign of changed situation as far as organisation studies - 

retreat from wholesale rejection of bureaucratic model.  Republication of Weber’s Economy 

and Society in 1968 rekindled interest in bureaucracy 

Choices: management structures determined by technology – variously construed; nature 

and structure of organisations dependent upon network of powerful interests or overall 

governmental, business and industrial systems of which they are part; or creature of 

‘institutional thought structure’ prevalent among leaders of various types of institution 

mentioned p xix 

In general, overall principle for management structure was above all ‘to block, cushion or 

somehow seek accommodation with adverse and competing circumstance or innovative 

and dissenting opinion so as to preserve the system and the context of beliefs and values 

which sustains it – and by which it sees itself sustained.’ p xix 

Changes to organisational studies, traditionally province of sociology and social psychology 

were also influenced by reawakened interest of economists in ‘internal economy’ of firm. 

The combination of all these circumstances alone may well be partly responsible for the 

recrudescence of the hard-line managerialism which has manifested itself in recent years 
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first in America and then in Britain and Europe – although there are, heaven knows, plenty 

of other explanations on offer for that development’ p xx 
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Appendix 2260 

 

Tabular summary of key passages of The Management of Innovation by chapter, 

and of the prefaces by Burns to 1966 and 1994 editions 

 

1961 

Pages 

Chapter 

headings  

Content  

1-15 Chapter 1 

Introduction 

Studying ‘community of people at work’ failed because social 

structure interlocked with small town; wider study not practicable 

p 1 

  Industries studies: rayon mill, engineering concern 

  Methods: interviews with managers and foremen to see how 

individuals’ jobs fitted with others 

  Findings: insecurities about present circumstances leading to 

cliques and cabals; dependent on way management carried out 

tasks; adaptation of relationships between individuals towards 

tasks became focal point of broader study 

  Scottish study: to observe how management systems changed as 

technical and commercial tasks changed with entry into electronics 

development 

  Results for Scottish firms: ‘most ... failed to realize their 

expectations’ p 4 

  Reasons: 

i) laboratory (new technical/scientific) teams kept separate as 

privileged group, led to conflicts of power 

ii) inability of management to adapt system more appropriate to rapid 

technical and commercial change: could not change from stable 

mechanistic system to organic system appropriate for rapid 

change because: 

                                                      
260

 Bold emphasis has been added to indicate what is considered to be significant for an overall evaluation of 
the analysis. 
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iii) people members of firm and also of groups with sectional 

interests in conflict with other groups – every firm is not only 

working org but also political and status system – threatened 

by new laboratory group 

iv) organisation became ‘adjusted to serving the ends of the 

political and status system of the concern rather than its own’ 

p 6 

  English study: firms larger, more committed to electronics 

development and manufacture; organic firms – recognised changes 

would affect every part of firm and everyone; mechanistic firms – 

created new groups/changed structures/expanded existing groups 

  Organic systems advantageous: anticipate more; accelerate 

technical change 

Organic systems disadvantages: increasingly dominant influence 

over people’s personal as well as working lives – increasing 

alienation 

  Method: 20 firms studied 

Aim: to study how industrial procedures managed with regard to 

technical innovation; in management’s sense of directing, co-

ordinating and controlling the operations of a working 

community; after acquainted with structure and functioning 

of org, sought opportunities of ‘observing how people dealt 

with each other’ p 14; 

Data collection: conversation, observation, interviews, 

meetings; interviews with ‘as large a number of persons as 

possible in managerial and supervisory positions’ p 13; 

 

 

Part One: 

The External Circumstances 

19-36 Chapter 2 The Technical development determined total social, economic and 
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Organization of 

Innovation: 

Technical 

Progress and 

Social Change 

political order – alongside organisational communications, social 

and political controls, financial and other mechanisms 

Problems: 

Constraints and fears by employees 

Long term costs to people in controlling positions 

Inventiveness needed support from social context: industrial 

scientists whose connections and loyalties not to individual firms 

but to government, universities and industrial establishments 

Technologists/scientists did not fit into factory systems and 

differed in behaviour 

Increased size of firms led to multiplication and specialisation of 

management tasks 

Change had been rapid and companies had to be adaptive 

Technological innovation within firms needed – influenced by 

relationships and barriers between scientific and industrial activity 

 

37-51 Chapter 3 The 

Development of 

the Electronics 

Industry and 

the Scottish 

Council’s 

Scheme 

Changes post World War II: 

1948-1956 electronics industry grew by 5 times 

Production much less for military purposes; much more for 

commercial uses 

English firms: 8 studied; wide range of products; rapid growth; 

increased demand to new products; vertical expansion of 

companies 

Scottish firms: more deliberate growth with government, 

‘electronics clubs’ and Scottish Council support 

Ferranti, most experienced electronics firm co-opted to help 

develop knowledge and experience 

This last phase was focal point of Burns and Stalker’s study 
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of firms entering scheme 

 

52-73 Chapter 4 The 

Market Context: 

Uncertainty and 

the Quest for 

Markets in the 

Post-War Period 

The 

Commercial 

Market 

Companies, mistrusting reliability of government contract for the 

future (although were renewed military programmes in 1950s), 

turned work to commercial markets and to with laboratories for 

commercial exploitation of work 

Changes for companies: 

Had to learn sales promotion – from user-initiated development to 

educating customer as to what should want 

Sales managers increased importance and status 

Conflicts between salesmen and engineers for resources, 

policy and patronage: ‘these conflict played a significant part 

in shaping organizational structure’ p 61 

Competition among product divisions themselves for 

development and production resources 

English firms put salespeople outside main organisation and 

as importance grew, structures were altered to put sales in 

control of other specialist functions 

Products, eg radios, sold well when main activity; when 

subsidiary of larger concern with remote head office sales, 

did not do so well 

Success if market regarded as source of needs to be satisfied; 

unsuccessful if market regarded as sink to pour products into 

Scottish firms did not match commercial with their technical 

expansion: insufficient exploration of markers, inefficient 

communication with customers; development groups restricted to 

items of known demand ‘This was an aspect of management 

which proved itself utterly inappropriate to the needs of 

industrial undertakings faced with changing conditions in 

their technical foundations and commercial tasks’ p 73 
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Part Two: 

Organization and Change  

77-95 Chapter 5 

Management 

Structures and 

Systems: 

Organization as 

an Interpretive 

System 

20 firms all subordinated to main board or parent company 

Unit studied is organised working community concerned with 

different tasks and having different skills and experience 

 Organization 

within a Stable 

Programme 

Example: viscose rayon filament production: pyramid of 

knowledge; each task clearly defined by superiors; beyond a certain 

limit people had limited technical ability, information and authority 

to make decisions; system defined what information arrived and 

left any position in hierarchy; each position had its own authority, 

information and technical competence; departures from stable 

conditions were reported upwards and changes from top; 

authoritarianism accepted and did not interfere with socialising in 

the small town 

Decision-making occurred within framework of familiar 

expectations and beliefs. 

 Organizations 

for Change 

Example: switchgear company in electrical engineering: hierarchy 

of management; design and production had to be modified for 

specific clients – led to problem when production controllers acted 

within definitions of roles and routines instead of communicating 

laterally across factory.  Situation generally worked because 

avoidance of clearly defined functions at senior management level 

and frequent interactions between senior managers.  Expectations 

and alterations constantly dealt with to ensure coherence between 

decisions; management committee opened up to wider group of 

managers and representatives when necessary.  More equality of 

discussion to deal more effectively with contingencies. 
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This was departure from hierarchy principles, though routine work 

and functions also existed. 

 Organization 

for a Constant 

or Predictable 

Rate of Novelty 

Open communication between lower and higher levels in 

management 

Problems; people at top sometimes not conversant with 

operational problems; blurring of definition to individual positions 

in management hierarchy led to insecurities because of lack of 

definition of limits of responsibilities and authority 

 Organization 

and Innovation 

Characteristics of organisations in electronics industry: avoidance 

of specification of individual tasks; no dependence on 

management hierarchy as structure of defined functions and 

authority 

Problems: each manager needed interaction with others to define 

tasks and functions; unending process as roles continually 

redefined re specific tasks/specific co-operative groups; people 

had to work out own and others’ expertise; negotiations required 

appropriate (different in different situations) social stance and 

social manner; resulted in ‘nervous preoccupations with hazards of 

social navigation in the structure and with the relative validity of 

their own claims to authority, information and technical expertise’ 

p 93 

Advantages: awareness of common purpose helped people 

communicate and co-operate 

 Organization in 

the Least 

Predictable 

Conditions 

Example: radio company: successful as common beliefs and sense 

of purpose made continuous education in new conditions in 

market and technology; individual tasks defined almost exclusively 

through interactions at all levels in the organisation; effective 

communication allowed continuing redefinition of the structure 

96-125 Chapter 6 

Mechanistic 

System of management is a dependent variable: 

Independent variables are: different rates of technical or 
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and Organic 

Systems of 

Management 

market change; and ‘two such other dimensions: (i) the 

relative strength of individual commitments to political and 

status-gaining ends, and (ii) the relative capacity of the 

directors of a concern to “lead” – i.e., to interpret the 

requirements of the external situation and to prescribe the 

extent of the personal commitments of individuals to the 

purposes and activities of the working organization.’ p 96 

 The Working 

Organization 

and Private 

Commitments 

Management systems are ways in which rights and obligations of 

people assigned to specific bits of total task of organisation; degree 

of stability or change calls for different systems 

‘But the men and women it [the concern] employs bring in 

with them other, private purposes of their own … these 

purposes may be achieved partly by the return they get from 

the contract with the employing concern … But men and 

women do not ordinarily yield themselves wholly to use as a 

resource by others; … In every organized working 

community … individuals seek to realize other purposes than 

those they recognize as the organization’s. 

‘ …. in addition to the organizational structure of the concern 

itself, other organizational structures are present through 

which individuals attempt to realize ends other than those of 

the concern as such.  This private organization is usually 

called “the informal structure”, to distinguish it from the 

“formal structure” of the management system.’ pp 97-98 

Examples then given from Taylor and Mayo of restrictions of 

output because of control by informal groups 

‘… more and more interest has become focused on the 

conduct, the relationships, the sentiments and beliefs, the 

affiliations and self-identifications of members of 

organizations which are irrelevant to, or even incompatible 

with, the ‘formal structure’ of the organization ….  As 
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Gouldner puts it, “It is obvious that all people in 

organizations have a variety of “latent social identities”- that 

is identities which are not culturally prescribed as relevant to 

or within rational organizations- and that these do intrude 

upon and influence organizational behaviour.” [Gouldner, 

A.W. Organizational Analysis in R.K. Merton, L. Broom and 

L.S. Cottrell (eds.) Sociology Today. New York: Basic Books, 

1958] The private organization … came to have, for some 

writers, more significance than the working organization 

itself 

‘…. Every formal organization … attempts to mobilize 

human and technical resources as means for the 

achievements of its ends.  However, the individuals within 

the system tend to resist being treated as means.  They 

interact as wholes, bringing to bear their own special 

problems and purposes … .  It follows that there will develop 

an informal structure within the organization which will 

reflect the spontaneous efforts of individuals, and sub-groups 

to control the conditions of their existence … .  It is to these 

informal relations and structures that the attention of the 

sociologist will be primarily directed.  He will look upon the 

formal structure, e.g., the official chain of command, as the 

special environment within and in relation to which the 

informal structure is built.’ [Selznick, P. T.V.A. and the Grass 

Roots, University of California Press, 1948:250-1] 

‘The presence in a concern of such informal structures may 

exert a decisive influence over the efficiency of the working 

organization, and particularly over the degree of 

appropriateness the type of management system has to the 

external situation, whether stable or changing … In pursuing 

these private purposes which are irrelevant to the working 

organization, individuals affiliate themselves to groups, and 



 

269 
 

seek to bind others in association.  They acquire 

commitments … .  Commitments to others involve loss of 

autonomy in that the right to spontaneous, divergent action 

outside the group is surrendered in respect of the objectives 

the private combination has been constituted to attain …. 

individuals submit to their use as resources in the pursuit of 

private ends tacitly or explicitly formulated by groups …. 

‘The activities … of private combinations and individuals in 

pursuit of ends distinct from those of the working 

organization account for the distortions and frustrations 

recurrently or chronically experienced by working 

organizations.’ pp 99-100 

 The Working 

Organization 

and its 

Direction 

Burns and Stalker then discussed the third variable affecting the 

form of the management system: 

Role of most senior executive is to decide the nature of the task; to 

gauge the rate of change, to strategically dispose the firm’s 

resources in a management system: i)‘constant preoccupation with 

the technical and commercial parameters of the situation in which 

the concern has to operate, and with the adjustment of the internal 

system to that external situation’ p 102; 

ii) ensuring that people in the organisation are sufficiently 

committed to the organisation so that it can achieve its purposes 

These roles fit in with first and second variables: 

i) the rate of change in the external situation and 

ii) the relative strength of the pursuit of self-interest by 

members of the concern as against their commitment to the 

working organisation. 

 Models of the 

Working 

Organization 

Modern enterprises with large numbers of employees and increase 

in productivity depended on consumption of standard products 

with consistent demand for same product.  Standardisation 
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enabled major industries to maintain relatively stable technical and 

commercial conditions.  Growth in numbers reflected in growth of 

organisational structures – more specialised functional managerial 

roles in hierarchical bureaucracies.  Most important contribution 

by executive was loyalty to the organisation. 

7 distinguishing characteristics of bureaucracies outlined: laws and 

rules; impersonal order and obedience to office not individual; 

specified sphere of competence with obligations and authority; 

head occupies office by appropriation, others appointed on basis 

of technical qualifications; career ladder; officials excluded from 

ownership bound by discipline of his office 

Two views of management systems: i) organisation charts and 

systems of control (‘formal organisation’) are necessary to achieve 

organisation’s goals, and employees must be made to conform, 

with dualistic view of informal organisation ‘up to all kinds of 

mischief’ p 107, and also formal organisation is subject to 

unplanned problems which formal structure cannot solve as it is 

only programmed to deal with ‘the routine, the typical, and the 

foreseeable’ (Miller, DC & Form WH 1952 as cited in Burns & 

Stalker 1961, p 107) 

In last few years a ‘synthetic’ appreciation of organisations as both 

bureaucratic institutions with specific social purposes and 

also a community of people with distinct purposes and 

institutional forms p 109 

The point of Gouldner’s (1956) study of the gypsum mine and 

factory was the way in which the actual conduct of a 

bureaucracy of either kind is displayed as a matter of 

‘informal co-operation and spontaneous reciprocity ....’ p 109 

‘The main preoccupation of organization theory is again with the 

internal structure of organizations and their efficiency, but 

students have directed their attention especially to … the 
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rationality of formal organization.  It is, as Eisenstadt says, 

“concerned with the conditions which make for maximum rational 

behaviour, calculation, and performance within a given structural 

organizational setting’ (Eisenstadt 1958, cited in Burns & Stalker 

1961, pp 109-110). 

 Organizing for 

Change 

‘one focal point of interest during the past decade has been the 

attempt, increasingly determined, to replace or supplement the 

static theoretical models of their textbooks with dynamic models.  

.... These studies are also concerned with the conduct of actual 

people, although the existence of a large number of abstract terms 

in common usage and technical language allows us to ignore this 

for quite long stretches of time. ‘ p 110 

Critical attitudes in decision-making: ‘either they must be content 

with mechanical systems which ignore the complexity of 

men’s thoughts and motives and treat past and future as 

essentially indistinguishable from each other; or else they 

must try to understand how men decide upon their courses 

of action when they cannot feel sure, even within wide limits, 

what the outcomes of any course will be.’ (Carter CF, Meredith 

GP & Shackle GLS n.d., cited in Burns & Stalker 1961, p 111). 

 Types of 

Decision-

Making 

Situations 

Simon HA (1958) decisions are either ‘programmed’ with quick, 

familiar decisions or ‘non-programmed’, which involve much 

discussion, deliberation (routine vs critical decisions). (Cited in 

Burns& Stalker 1961, p 115) 

‘Our own studies suggest that there are industrial concerns for 

which non-programmed decision-making is a normal function ….  

In exploiting human resources in this new direction, such concerns 

have to rely on the development of a “common culture”, of a 

dependably constant system of shared beliefs about the common 

interests of the working community and about the standards and 

criteria used in it to judge achievement, individual contributions, 
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expertise, and other matters by which a person or a combination 

of people are evaluated.  A system of shared beliefs of this kind is 

expressed and visible in a code of conduct, a way of dealing with 

other people.  This code of conduct is, in fact, the first sign to 

the outsider of the presence of a management system 

appropriate to changing conditions.’ pp 118-119 

 Mechanistic 

and Organic 

Systems 

‘A mechanistic management system is appropriate to stable 

conditions.’ p 119 

Description of 10 characteristics: functional differentiation of 

tasks; distinct individual tasks; reconciliation of work between 

different levels in hierarchy; right, obligations and technical 

methods for each functional position; hierarchy of authority and 

control; knowledge of actualities exclusively at head of hierarchy; 

vertical communication; loyalty and obedience to superiors; more 

importance to local than general knowledge. 

‘The organic form is appropriate to changing conditions, which give 

rise constantly to fresh problems and unforeseen requirements for 

action which cannot be broken down or distributed automatically 

arising from the functional roles defined within a hierarchic 

structure.’ p 121 

Description of 10 characteristics: contributive nature of special 

expertise; individual tasks set by situation of concern; more 

responsibility and no upward shift of responsibility; commitment 

broader than technical definition; network of control and authority 

underpinned by community of interest with the rest of the 

organisation rather than narrow contractual relationship with 

superior; knowledge and task located anywhere within network 

rather than omniscience of head of concern; lateral rather than 

vertical communication; communication about advice and 

information rather than instruction; commitment to firm’s tasks 

and technological development rather than loyalty and obedience; 
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prestige for expertise and affiliations in wider technical and 

commercial milieux. 

Difficulties with organic system: 

Positions differentiated according to expertise; commitment 

more extensive than in mechanistic firms and therefore 

distinction between formal and informal systems more difficult; 

loss of formal structure replaced by development of shared values 

and commitment to organisation 

 ‘The organic form, by departing from the familiar clarity and 

fixity of the hierarchic structure, is often experienced by the 

individual manager as an uneasy, embarrassed, or 

chronically anxious quest for knowledge about what he 

should be doing, or what is expected of him, and similar 

apprehensiveness about what others are doing.  ... this kind 

of response is necessary if the organic form of organization is 

to work effectively.  Understandably such anxiety finds 

expression in resentment when the apparent confusion 

besetting him is not explained.  In these situations ... 

managers yearn for definition and structure. 

‘On the other hand, some managers recognize a rationale of 

non-definition ...’ pp 122-123 

Career prospects in mechanistic system depend on importance 

attached to each function and consequent resources attributed.  

Instead of being about real problems, becomes ‘arena of 

conflicting interests’ p 125 

In organic systems, operatives have more knowledge and with less 

definition of roles, real tasks come to the fore and require constant 

participation with others to solve. 

Forms are polarity not dichotomy: Two forms represent a polarity, 

not a dichotomy: there are intermediate stages.  ‘Also, the relation 

of one form to the other is elastic, so that a concern oscillating 
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between relative stability and relative change may also oscillate 

between the two forms.  A concern may (and frequently does) 

operate with a management system which includes both types.’ p 

122 

126-
154 
 

Chapter 7 

Working 

Organization, 

Political 

System, and 

Status Structure 

within the 

Concern 

Last 2 chapters were about systems of management 

This chapter is about effect of change in organisations on 

individuals’ and groups’ self-interest 

Problems with adjusting systems according to 1 interview: 

Nothing done if no explicit instructions from head of firm 

Urge for clarity in face of rivalry, insecurity to status, power, 

careers and even livelihoods 

Latent conflict encourages appeals to traditional codes of 

behaviour 

 Piecemeal and 

Unofficial 

Movement from 

Mechanistic to 

Organic 

Systems 

Easier to divide jobs into responsibilities with hierarchies of 

authority 

Example of 2 situations in English firm: at top of firm changes 

made with no rigid boundaries and lack of specifications; increased 

anxieties and insecurities led to top management coping with 

unpredictable innovations and others became more committed to 

work and to colleagues. 

But in one of sales divisions was reversal from informal to more 

mechanistic system resulting in increase in authority of works 

manager – led to rivalries, disagreements, delays in production 

affecting sales.  Often tendency of senior and middle management 

to reassert mechanistic features. 

Often pressures to adapt organisation were resisted because of 

differences in status, background, interests and values of design 

engineers (laboratory scientists) and other managers 

 The Problem of Scottish heads nervous about integrating design engineers and 
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Failure to Adapt 

to Different 

Conditions 

separated them administratively and physically: free of prevailing 

norms, paid much higher salaries, because management out of 

depth re electronics development, loss of some autonomy in 

decision-making 

 The Price of 

Adapting the 

Working 

Organization 

and Refusals to 

Pay It 

Lack of contact between 2 sets of employees defeated plan to use 

electronic techniques for commercial ventures 

 

 The Manifest 

and Latent 

Organization of 

the Concern 

Is more to an organisation than its work: successful adaptation 

limited by other aspects of peoples’ lives – relationships formed or 

not formed, distribution and regulation of power and status 

structure 

 The Political 

System 

Product of demands for money (profits, salaries, reserves, capital 

expenditure, human and other resources); of self-interest (between 

groups; empire-building; increase and resistance to controls; 

distribution of privileges and rewards) – of ‘very great 

consequence’ to individuals and firms p 145 

‘Political and status considerations constantly influence the 

working organization, and influence it so as to reduce its 

effectiveness’ p 146 

 Strategies in the 

Political 

Conflict of 

Management 

and Workers 

Distortions of working organisation through political power by: 

Overestimations of times and bonuses paid for jobs 

Avoiding responsibility for faulty work 

 The Status 

Structure 

Status involves way in which rights and privileges, duties and 

obligations are distributed among employees in an organisation 

‘Threats to one’s status, the means of defending it against 
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threats, and opportunities to advance it sometimes take an 

overriding importance.’ p 150 

 Tactics in the 

Advancement of 

Protection of 

Status 

Management system can be hindered by status seeking: 

 people make decisions in own interests against those of concern 

 competition between two managers in front of the boss can affect 

promotion prospects of winner and loser; encouragement by 

manager can be regarded as personal enmity by boss 

 way information used can be means for advancing, attacking, 

defending status 

 withholding information can maintain or reinforce the position of 

person who holds information against those who don’t – in this 

case works manager knew much more than subordinates: this 

‘endowed him for the time being with the omniscience which is 

the fundamental requirement for a mechanistic system to operate.  

And it was so operating in a situation of considerable change, 

which clearly demanded organic procedures’ p 153 

 where working organisation is distorted by prior claims of status 

structure, appropriate procedures are displaced for longer or 

shorter periods – subordinates can be involved in distortion too, 

eg by withholding information necessary for superiors to discharge 

their technical functions 

 where this happened in the lower range of management structure, 

where mechanistic procedures often more appropriate, 

withholding of information encouraged supervisors to submerge 

differences of rank for free exchange of information, characteristic 

of organic procedures 

‘Instances have now been given of the effective working of 

mechanistic and organic procedures in the conditions of 

stability and change to which they are appropriate; of 

attempts to apply mechanistic procedures inappropriately to 
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the needs and tasks of a changing situation and organic 

procedures to stable tasks; of the distortion of the working 

organization by the political system when his membership of 

each system faces the individual with conflicting aims; of the 

distortion of the working organization when the need to 

defend a status or gain a higher one overrides the 

requirements of the working organization.  Finally, we have 

suggested that such distortions manifest themselves as 

malfunctions of the working organization either through the 

inappropriate imposition of mechanistic procedures in a 

situation requiring organic procedures, or vice versa.  We 

have now to examine the broader aspects of organization and 

of the situation of the firms studied in the light of these 

considerations.’ p 154 

155-
173 
 

Chapter 8 

The Laboratory 

and the 

Workshop 

Concern in action was ‘interpretive process’ p 155 

Focus of studies: in the one-way traffic of designs from 

laboratories into production shops, and many of the mistakes, 

conflicts, constraints, checks and obstructions from which this 

traffic suffered had characteristics in common which can best be 

called linguistic.’ p 155 

 Research and 

Development 

Were different technical languages for different tasks, processes, 

phases, types of research, translations to marketing and 

manufacturing 

 Research Laboratories had much autonomy, physically separated from 

rest of company, often under direct control of defence 

ministries, low on hierarchy internally 

 Development Development design laboratories more involved in formal 

organisation structures: connections with production of designs, 

engineers 

As grew larger with more specialist groups, communication 
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became more problematic – amount of traffic, complexities 

Tension between development work needing organic system 

embracing whole establishment and size and traditions of 

industrial management attempting to dissect the system into 

sections. 

 Production Problems include: misreading of designs and specifications; 

inability to detect errors in design; inability to translate a prototype 

model into a manufacturing design – seen as designer’s 

responsibility; unwillingness to devise economical methods for 

small quantity production; inability to engage with novel 

production methods; friction between design and production.  In 

sum, incompatibility between traditional methods of 

engineering – mechanistic - and tasks in electronics industry 

requiring variations, smaller units, adjustments. 

 The Passage of 

Designs from 

Development to 

Production 

Collaboration in small scale production between development 

engineers and craftsmen in laboratory model shops worked well; 

with large scale production, resistance by production managers to 

engineers wanting constant change. 

 Intermediaries 

and Interpreters 

Intermediaries to communicate between design engineers, 

development engineers and production.  Led to return to more 

mechanistic system with isolationist feelings among different 

functionaries 

 Solving the 

Language 

Difficulty 

The fewer the links between development and production, the 

more likely people learned each other’s languages; more links led 

to horse-trading, mistakes 

174-
205 
 

 

Chapter 9 

Industrial 

Scientists and 

Managers: 

Problems of 

Power and 

Industrial scientists (laboratory design engineers) had high status: 

technological contributions and members of professional groups 

with academic and government connections; image of eccentricity 

allowed contravention of norms and rules; claims to privilege 

and exclusion from managerial control. 
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Status 

The Industrial 

Scientist 

 Frontier 

Conflicts 

between 

Development 

and Production 

Linguistic difficulties between requirements of scientists and 

production engineers; tensions between organic research and 

development systems and mechanistic production systems; 

 Isolation 

 

Industrial scientists because of isolation did not do innovative 

work.  Instead design and manufacture of current items improved 

as production used to, instead of research-led programmes. 

 Avoidance 

 

Special status and separateness of design engineers led to 

blockages of communication between them and production. 

Social barrier ‘made itself felt in every single firm’ p 188 

 Status and the 

Working 

Organization 

Status barriers led to : 

‘misreading designs; inability to correct faults in design; inability to 

refashion a design so as to facilitate production; refusal to accept 

the need for small quantity production as normal and as a 

technical challenge; unreadiness to find out correct production 

methods for special jobs already done in prototype manufacture 

....’ p 189 

Repetition several times of separateness of laboratory groups 

(design engineers) from rest of concern and their ties elsewhere 

 Status and 

Politics 

 

Status of laboratory workers incompatible with existing social and 

political structure, and allocation of power became adjusted to 

status structure rather than to its functional requirements 

Repetition too of problems arising from separate status of 

laboratory groups 

 Conflict as a 

Consequence of 

Threat to existing order by new institutionalised design 

groups.  Eg in one English firm older engineers lost previous 
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Institution-

alized Change 

 

seniority over production and became extinct because could not 

be integrated into virtually independent laboratory group, instead 

of being a ‘source of new life’ p 192. 

 Political 

Conflict 

 

In Scottish firms conflict between head of new development 

group and pre-existing senior managers. 

3 examples given at some length (6 pages) 

 Politics and the 

Shaping of the 

Working 

Organization 

Rivalries between research and development and development and 

production always expressed as rational explanations in terms of 

the exigencies of the organisation (Point made several times 

through the book) 

 New Political 

Alignments 

 

In English firms most divisive struggles were between sales and 

development, exacerbated by shift from government to 

commercial work – and always couched in operational terms 

exposing other side’s incompetence.  In some firms this was ‘a 

serious management problem’ p 204 

 New-Style 

Conflicts 

 

Conflicts could be within or between departments.  Political issues 

arose ‘not from the fact of change itself, but from the 

identification of change with one section of the concern, 

whose new role and expansion threatened the power and 

standing of other sections which were being treated as though 

they were unaffected by the dispensation and could be left to 

accommodate themselves passively to it.’ p 205 

 
 
 

Part Three: 

Direction and Shaping of Management Conduct  

209-
231 

Chapter 10 The 

Men at the Top 

 

Some themes in the book as portrayed by Burns and Stalker: 

v) Analytical scheme developed in chapter 6: approximation of 

working organisation to mechanistic or organic ‘determined by the 

operation of three “variables”.’ p 209 
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vi) The effect of the first of these – rate of technical and market 

change – discussed in Part I and Chapter 5. 

vii) ‘The second – the strength of personal commitments to the 

improvement or defence of status or power – formed the main 

subject of Part II.’ p 209 

viii) ‘The third variable concerns the extent to which the managing 

director can interpret the technical and commercial situation, 

and can adapt the working organization and elicit the 

individual commitment to it for which the situation calls.  This 

is the subject of the remainder of this book, although, of course, 

it has made previous appearance in many connexions (esp. 

Chapters 4 and 7).’ p 209 

 The Managing 

Director’s Role 

Managing Director’s (MD’s) role 

In all 20 studies ‘extraordinary importance ascribed to the 

personal qualities of the managing director’ p 211 

Top position different in kind from management positions lower 

down: 

 Sets goals for whole organisation 

 Sets parameters of tasks and activities of groups and individuals 

 Specifies rights and privileges attached to lower positions 

 Determines (largely) system and structure of management 

 Ultimate authority for appointment and promotion 

 Challenges faced: isolation, making it difficult for MD to gauge 

true responses of people over whom he has power of career 

opportunities.  MD needs to escape to encourage co-operation 

among subordinates. 

4 ways of dealing with this: charisma, authoritarianism, 

involvement of other managers, and playing off groups against 
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each other (most frequently mentioned by respondents) 

 The Managing 

Director and the 

Working 

Organization – 

Succession 

Problems 

Political activity around succession especially if MD stops 

performing essential tasks. 

232-
251 

Chapter 11 The 

Shaping of 

Work 

Relationships 

 

Burns and Stalker investigated why descriptions of same jobs or 

functional relationships between people and departments differed 

among people having to co-operate with each other. 

 

 The Individual 

and the 

Management 

System 

 

Each person saw organisation from their own point of view.  

Exploitation of others to solve problems in job and subordination 

acceptable in mechanistic systems, but rejected in organic system. 

In organic systems more immersion in job; more loss of 

personal autonomy and emotional and intellectual 

commitment, closer relationships with colleagues and 

indeterminacy of information made more demands on 

individuals – obligations wider and more demanding of 

person’s life.  (Repetition) 

 Technical 

Change and the 

Individual’s Job 

Again portrayal of difficulties caused by recruitment of 

industrial scientists in terms of rivalries, communication 

difficulties, production failures 

 Resistance to 

Change as a 

Defence of the 

Self 

Again, specialist groups and intermediaries seen as threat to 

existing structure of power and status 

 

 Organization 

for Resistance 

1 example: mechanistic structure headed by MD on whom 

subordinates depended daily.  With decline in government orders 
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to Change and increase in smaller, more varied, new products – led to 

expansion of teams, research groups, companies, increases in sales 

with production controller.  Continuation of mechanistic system 

led to lack of co-ordination, prevention of development of 

working relationships outside those with MD, lateral 

communication prevented, poor quality work, demotivation, head 

having to make too many major and minor decisions.  Led to 

politics whereby each person strove to shape working 

organisation according to own needs; avoided commitment 

decisions - grew around personal status and cliques and not 

around occupational role. 

252-
262 

Chapter 12 

Codes of 

Practice in 

Management 

Conduct 

Code of conduct often set by MD consciously or not. 

In organic system need effective, lateral, open communication.  

Not always easy to achieve; need to get social techniques right; 

insecurities because of ill-defined procedures; reduced by making 

others more insecure 

 Counter-

Systems 

 

Cohesion and intimacy made difficulties for newcomers to achieve 

same relationships naturally; counter-style can be developed 

leading to group rivalry and conflict over control and authority 

 Conduct and 

Social Control 

Codes of behaviour and beliefs are set by institutional 

environment which is subject to changes, which management 

should anticipate 

 Conflict and the 

Overriding 

Task 

Management’s overriding task is to inform members constantly 

about situation confronting the firm 

Last sentence of the book: ‘‘This book has, in fact, dealt with an 

array of internal manifestations of the external tasks and 

problems, and of changes ... which affect the existence of the 

concern as a whole.  There is an obligation on management not 

only to interpret the external situation to the members of the 

concern, but to present the internal problems for what they 

truly are: the outcome of the stresses and changes in that 
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situation – in markets, technical requirements, the structure of 

society itself.’ p 262 

 
 

1966 
pp 
xxi- 
xxxv 

Preface to Second Edition by Burns261 

 

 I.  The Analysis 

of 

Organizations 

under 

Conditions of 

Relative 

Stability and 

Change 

Possible misunderstandings from first edition: 

‘The Management of Innovation’ has didactic quality which was not 

intended 

Core of all the studies is: what happens when new, unfamiliar tasks 

demanded of organisations organised for relatively stable 

conditions.  In novel market and technical conditions different 

kind of management system appropriate from that pertaining in 

stable conditions.  This is argued out in chaps 4, 5 and 6.  ‘ ... so 

far as I am able to judge from subsequent uses and 

references, there must be some wrongly placed emphasis.’ p 

xxi 

Subjects listed are: 

 Mechanistic and organic seen as dependent variables to rate of 

environmental change 

 MD’s overriding task is to interpret rate of change correctly 

 Interpretative, directive functions of top management properly 

belong to earlier section since ‘it is these functions that largely 

determine the effectiveness of the organization as a whole’ p 

xxii 

 Failure at this level produced inefficient and ineffective forms in 

most of the concerns 

Much of difference between mechanistic and organic is in extent 

of people’s commitment to organisation in organic system – 

                                                      
261

 The pagination is from 3rd ed. where prefaces are included in reverse order. 
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individual commitment and larger organisation’s commitment to 

new situation was only partially possible because of ideology of 

bureaucracy being so deeply ingrained: the effort to make the 

orthodox bureaucratic system work (because it was seen as the 

only possible mode of organization, and because the enlargement 

of commitments to the concern was abandoned as hopeless or 

never seriously contemplated) produced dysfunctional forms of 

the mechanistic system.’ p xxiii 

 3 of dysfunctional systems: 

 frequent recourse to superior who was overloaded and senior 

managers bypassed and aggrieved; 

 more bureaucratic structures developed, eg intermediaries 

 committees – ‘rare pathological response’ 

 II.  The 

Plurality of 

Social Systems 

within the 

Organization 

There was a problem with prediction of 2 polar ideal types of 

organisation and indications of a taxonomy of intermediate 

and ‘dysfunctional’ types i.e. hindering organisation from 

achieving its goals p xxv 

Some firms could not adapt because of other aims not to do with 

organisation’s: 

Social aims 

Career interests and challenges to leader’s goals and procedures for 

organisation as a co-operative system 

Groups acting to influence exercise of patronage in the 

organisation 

‘those commitments that I have designated as political and 

careerist bear directly, whatever their  strength, on the commit-

ment of the individual to the working organization, and to its 

command of him as a resource.  They do so largely … because 

they are, as I have already suggested,  alternatives [sic] modes of 

self-advancement or self-preservation to that which is contained in 
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membership of the co-operative system of the working 

organization.  Neither political nor career preoccupations operate 

overtly, or even in some cases consciously.  They give rise to 

intricate manoeuvres and counter-moves, all of them expressed 

through decisions, or in discussions about decisions, concerning 

the organization and the policies of the firm.  Since sectional 

interests and preoccupations with advancement only display 

themselves in terms of the working organization, that 

organization becomes more or less adjusted to serving the 

ends of the political and career system rather than those of 

the concern.’ pp xxviii-xxix 

 III.  

Organizational 

Dynamics 

Information through: interviews, meetings, casual remarks, lengthy 

expositions and revelations during mealtimes and evening 

conversations, everyday routines, and happenings in offices, 

laboratories and workshops 

Analysis about commitments, ambiguity of actions and events 

‘We are, I believe, closer to a study of the social world as a 

process, instead of an anatomy frozen into “structured” 

immobility; closer to the identification of the abstraction, society, 

with the empirical fact, behaviour, if we accept the essential 

ambiguity of social experience and organize interpretation of it in 

dynamic rather than in structural terms … It is in this way, by 

perceiving behaviour as a medium of the constant interplay and 

mutual redefinition of individual identities and social institutions, 

that it is possible to grasp the nature of the changes, 

developments, and historical processes through which we move 

and which we help to create.’ pp xxix-xxx 

‘The first part of the book is directly concerned with identifying 

industrial organization as the product of the actually developing 

change processes … .  And not only the “dysfunctional” but 

also the two ideal types of management system are presented 
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as the outcome of the responses of managers to their commercial 

and technical situation … At the level of organizational analysis, it 

is the dynamics of situations and systems that are, I think, 

kept in mind throughout.’ p xxx 

‘In the past, the right of superiors to their rank and powers was 

hardly questioned … .  More recently, as production and the 

market have moved into a fundamentally unstable relationship, 

and as the stream of technical innovation has quickened, the 

legitimacy of the hierarchical pyramid of management bureaucracy 

has been threatened by the sheer volume of novel task and 

problems …' pp xxx-xxxi 

‘The consequences of this alternation in the circumstances and 

value attached to seniority are visible in what seems to be an 

intensification of concern with internal politics and careerism’ 

p xxxi 

 ‘At this point organizational requirements are being visibly 

subordinated to those of the career system.  Admittedly this is in 

the hope of substantial returns … but to the individual manager 

involved … or the displaced victim of all these contrivances, it 

seems that the competitive career system has become not only the 

paramount element in the concern but a game of snakes and 

ladders played by one or two powerful individuals with the 

sanction … of the board, and that it has ousted the realities of 

the co-operative system of management …’p xxxii 

 IV.  The New 

Industrialism 

Book is report of observations made about their own 

experiences by industrial scientists, company directors, 

draughtsmen, technicians, and skilled workers, production 

engineers and foremen.  ‘It is they who … distinguished the two 

“ideal types” of management systems; it is they who first outlined 

the internal politics of their firms and suggested the ways in 

which management structures and policy decisions were often 
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more easily comprehended if they were seen as consequences of 

political moves … ; it was in discussion with them that the 

significance of the commitment of individuals to their own 

careers, and the fact and the meaning of the increasing 

preoccupation with career advancement first became plain…. .  

Now, some years after writing the book, and with the added 

experience of a good deal of subsequent research, I am more than 

ever impressed with the extraordinary gap that exists between 

the perceptiveness, intellectual grasp, and technical 

competence of the people who work in industrial concerns, and 

the cumbrous, primitive, and belittling nature of the 

administrative structures by which they direct their efforts, 

and of the constraints they see fit to impose on their thinking and 

liberty of action’ p xxxv 

 
 
 
 

1994 
pp vii-
xx 

Preface to the 

Third Edition 

by Burns 

Political, economic and social circumstances from 1945 to early 

1970s different from 1990s: ‘the horizon of possibilities and 

expectations in terms of social change and improved economic 

welfare was much wider than it has become since then.’ p vii 

 I Management of Innovation had fairly long shelf life; followed by 

Woodward’s and Crozier’s research – arrived at independently.  All 

different in subject-matter, scope and findings. 

In common was critical approach towards notions of nature, 

structure and processes of industrial organization. 

End of 1950s marked end of post-war physical reconstruction, 

political renovation, and then economic expansion and 

technological innovation. 

Consensus as important factor in society prepared way for 

dominance of functionalist theory in all social sciences in 1950s.  

Examples: political science’s interest in stability of institutions and 
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regimes; industrial organisation studies accepted institutional 

framework of business and industry 

‘Social science could best play its part by identifying the obstacles 

and the sources of friction which impeded the proper functioning 

of organizations.  It might, perhaps, even go on to discover or 

suggest ways of removing such impediments, improve 

organizational efficiency and effectiveness, and so promote the 

public good – to which the well-being of business organizations 

was essential.’ pix 

Works supportive of this kind of thinking: 

Roethlisberger and Dickson’s Management and the Worker; Mayo’s 

work and the notion of the informal organisation, which was 

contrasted with formal organisations as irrational, 

pathological and dysfunctional, and explaining Taylor’s failures 

at human engineering 

 II During 1950s balance began to shift with focus on rational 

structures (Taylor’s scientific management and Weber’s 

bureaucracy) as impediments to efficient and effective 

management. 

By end of 1950s, critical role of social sciences was reasserting 

itself 

‘The first sign of a radically new departure in organization studies 

came towards the end of the 1950s.  J.G. March and Herbert 

Simon’s Organizations turned aside from concern with 

organizational structure or managerial control and focused 

instead on what its authors saw as important features of problem-

solving and of rational choice – or rather, as they put it, the 

characteristics of human problem-solving and rational choice 

as fundamental to the structure and functioning of 

organizations.  The importance of the book, and of Simon’s 

other contributions to organizational analysis, lay principally in the 
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concepts of limited aspirations and “bounded rationality”.’ pp 

xii-xiii 

‘Organizations appeared in 1958, when I had almost finished writing 

The Management of Innovation.  … My own preoccupation was 

with the structure and dynamics of interpersonal 

relationships, of the various interests pursued by individuals, 

and of the alliances they formed to further them and the 

social sub-systems observably present in organizations’ p xiii 

Simon’s, Woodward’s and Burns and Stalker’s books all attached 

importance to the existence of alternative systems of management, 

one appropriate to stable technological and market conditions; the 

other to rapid change in these areas. 

1960s two major studies took competition and conflict well 

beyond Selznick, Gouldner or Crozier: competition and conflict 

were represented as central in practice of contemporary 

organisations 

Anselm Strauss’ Psychiatric Ideologies and Institutions - study of 2 

psychiatric hospitals in Chicago; Cyert and March’s Behavioral 

Theory of the Firm (1963): organisations usually contain different 

and virtually incompatible views about what goals of 

organisation are; also different ideas about how to attain 

goals; agreements settle for ‘highly ambiguous’ goals; in fact 

different goals appear to be being pursued simultaneously. 

‘The Management of Innovation had a foot in both camps.  

Like Simon and Woodward, it predicated alternative systems 

of management, each appropriate to different rates of change 

in technology and market.  Like Crozier, it recognized the 

presence of disputes about regulation, and, like Strauss, and 

Cyert and March, conflicting ideas about overall policy and 

about the appropriate strategies for meeting new situations.  

To these it added competition among individuals for 
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advancement and the recurrent problem of who was to 

succeed the chief executive.’p xv 

There was also one major difference from all of them’ p xv : 

Woodward inferred correspondence between different kinds of 

production systems with different structures was ‘natural’ p xvi; 

Simon too suggested that programmed decision-making would 

naturally give way to non-programmed.  Also discrepancies 

between expectations and satisfactions would lead naturally to 

search for fresh work arrangements, alternative products and new 

technology p xvi 

But in Burns’ own studies fresh arrangement proved to be 

the very point at which management problems emerged.  ‘In 

most of the firms studied, their reluctance to depart from the 

management structure and operational practices to which 

they had become habituated proved too strong.  The 

solutions they in practice sought to apply were mainly to 

reinforce the old “mechanistic” system and – very often – to 

shield it from the impact of new ventures by keeping them in 

separate buildings, even separate localities, as well as 

organizationally segregated in terms of the structure of 

management.  The successful few had moved, or were moving, 

from one system to the other, seeing the need for change and 

rearranging the management system in pragmatic but quite 

effective ways.’ p xvi 

The Management of Innovation also ‘made much of competitiveness 

and dissension within management.  The book was built around a 

basic distinction drawn between “mechanistic” and 

“organic” systems of management.  This left open the question 

of what made the difference between the firms which saw the 

point of changing their management style and, sometimes 

structure, and did so, however much trouble it took; those which 
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saw the point and didn’t; and those which saw no reason at all to 

change their ways’ p xvii Not to do with size, nor type of 

production. 

‘It was perhaps conceivable that an explanation might lie in 

what went on in the structure of management and 

supervision itself.  People who work in firms are at one and 

the same time co-operators in a common enterprise and 

rivals for the material and intangible rewards of competition 

for advancement … .  Matters are further complicated by the fact 

that we recognize both co-operative and competitive systems as 

necessary and reconcilable, to the point of obscuring what might 

otherwise be seen as the bounds of moral legitimacy.  The “rules 

of the game”, in this sense, can differ quite sharply from one 

organization to another.  It is also possible for the rules of the 

game to be challenged.  It is this which makes for internal 

politics – a topic that surfaced, along with careerism, in every 

organization in the study … .  “Internal politics” create 

mean-end systems which are alternative and sometimes even 

discrepant with the publicly endorsed purposes and 

operating procedures of the organization. 

‘Careerism and internal politics were visibly present in every one of 

the sixteen or so firms, English as well as Scottish … Nor did they 

seem necessarily to reconcile themselves either in orderly 

settlement or in reconciling differences by reconstructing the 

firm’s policy.’ p xvii 

 III 1970s brought pressures because of rises in oil prices to fiscal, 

banking, commercial and manufacturing systems; short-termism 

with rise in interest rates, takeovers, high inflation, Pacific Rim 

competition 

First sign of changed situation as far as organisation studies - 

retreat from wholesale rejection of bureaucratic model.  
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Republication of Weber’s Economy and Society in 1968 rekindled 

interest in bureaucracy 

Choices: management structures determined by technology – 

variously construed; nature and structure of organisations 

dependent upon network of powerful interests or overall 

governmental, business and industrial systems of which they were 

part; or creature of ‘institutional thought structure’ prevalent 

among leaders in various types of institution mentioned.  In 

general overall principle for management structure sought 

above all ‘to block, cushion or somehow seek 

accommodation with adverse and competing circumstance 

or innovative and dissenting opinion so as to preserve the 

system and the context of beliefs and values which sustains it 

– and by which it sees itself sustained.’ p xix 

Changes to organisation studies, traditionally province of sociology 

and social psychology was also influenced by reawakened interest 

of economists in ‘internal economy’ of firm 

‘The combination of all these circumstances alone may well be 

partly responsible for the recrudescence of the hard-line 

managerialism which has manifested itself in recent years 

first in America and then in Britain and Europe – although 

there are, heaven knows, plenty of other explanations on offer for 

that development.’ p xx 
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Philosophy of Management formerly Reason in Practice 11 (2) 2012 pp 85-113 
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2) 2008 pp 198-208 
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Responsibility Journal 2 (1) 2006 pp 62-68 

Green M Are texts produced by authors or by readers? Representations of a contingency 
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formerly Reason in Practice 5 (1) 2005 pp 85-96 
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knowledge management in the academy? Icfaian Journal of Management Research IV (1) 2005 

pp 62-73 

Book 
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boycotts in M Grieco, L Holmes & DM Hoskin (eds) Distributed Technology, Distributed 
Leadership, Distributed Identity: Organizing in the Information Age London Ashgate 2002 pp 80-
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