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h ) / . . * .
Because-of-the-Tecent—interest—of~—commumication—scholars Eaa e A
in "General Systems Theory" and '"Modern Organizatiomal '

ml.
LIl

signiflcant features of these approaches to theory build-

- zweig (1964) noted, "Communication plays a vital role in the 1mp1ementation of

Lug to urganizationai—tommunrcatron—theu;y

""Something called 'modern organizational theory has recen“Tywemerged "

wrote Scott (1961), 'raising the wrath of some traditionalists, but a1so'\ﬁk

capturing the imagination'of a rather elite avantegarde" (p. 8). In, little . ™

more -than ten years, however, Scott's '"rather elite avantegarde" has become a

o

major movement united by the premise that “'the on1y'meaningfu1 way to study

~organization is to study it as a system" (Scott, 1961, p. 17). Indeed accord-

ing to Sadler and Barry (1970), “"The classical andvhuman relations approaches
to the study ofvorganizations have been succeeded by new approacles concerned
with the study of organizations as systems" (p. 57). hThese new approaches to
the stndy of organizations are’especiaily significant to researchers, theorists,

N

and practioners of'organizational communication, As Johnson, Kast, and Rosen~-

the systems concept. It is the,connecting and integrating link among'the
systems network" (p 378). For just this reason Steil (1971) argued, 'an " fﬂ'

understanding of modern organization theory should profitably enhanct the speech-

| /
communication scholar's understanding of the organization and in turn~rorgan%;a-

tional communication'" (p. 84) In‘"modern organizational theory" communicagﬁon

is the focal point for the application of systems analysis to %he functipning

of organization. , ‘ Ct Sy

Ehling (1966) was quite definite in his assessment of the potentiai of

systems approaches to problems of organizational communication theory~h

The point of my comments is that there are some new approaehes
in researching the behavior of individuals and social groups

!
J
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e e == ——Ludwig: »:van~Be4alanffy~ ~Kenneth~Bo£t14:l:|.n<g;‘~~-and*1°rnato1»w —
RapOport among others, have sﬁonn the significance

systems theory.,..It is my contention that much of the ..

research can be more effectively handled and controlled

by the newer methods of analysis’ than throtgh the tradi-

tional social psychologica¥ and sociological approaches

which have dominated muchf of communications research during :
the last three decades (p. 88). : ‘ Lon -

Redding (1968)_was,n6 1ess equivocairwhen he'wrote that, fthere is no substi- °
tute for s;stens-thinking in any serious study of organieational communication"
(p. 105). In the?hroadest sense, therefore, odr.problem as stndents of

'-@; :’organizational;communication is the 1mp1ementation of the observations of

Stei1‘(1971), Ehling (1966), and Redding (1968) concerning "modern organiza-

i

tional theory," and the use ‘of a "systems approach" to examine specifie -

problems of informatlon diffusion networks in organizations

Systems Approaches

Emery (1969) suggested that there are two primary trends of thaught from
which the systems concept emerges~ 1) a concern with thevdesign of complex l‘
enginkering systems, and 2) concern that progresses from theorizing about ;
. biological systems in genera1 to~specific social systems (p. 7). The first
| ~approach arose from work in such areas as operations research, man-machine
systems, and computer simulation According to Dearden and McFarlan (1966)
this approaoh to the s%stems concept consists of "freeing ourseives from. |
restraints inherent in manual methods of problem polving" (p. 105).Y 1t is
essentialLy a decision-maklng approach based on mathematical and logical
(usually computer oriented) models, While much of the current literature on
o “ organizational functioning has focused on the techniques of this. approach |

for solving complex multi~variab1e‘prob1ems, this is not what has been

variﬁﬁd&%%y—fbund~in*recent~iﬁd&stria%~communtcations R
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e~ generally included under theelabelilmode:n_organization.theory" and -this-is - o e

-

obah N0 he approach ma ge o _the gtudy o -_- 7M1ma1_mmnun,j,catq_.gn_._,__

=i -~ " The more applicable, second approach is . best’ exemplifiéd in the works of

'Bertaianffy (1962, 1968), Boulding (1953, 1956a, 1956b), and James Miller (1965,
19}1a, 197ib). This approach, generally referred to as General Systems Theory,
was pioneered hy'Bertalanffy in his work on'an organismic theory of biology in -
the 1930's. Bertalanffy_(1968) defined systems as "sets.of elements standing )
in interaction" (p. 38). 1If the interaction is entirely internal, the syatem
is closed., 1If the interaction of elements is both internal and with elenents'

v

of the environment (external), the system is open. This distinction between

) '

- open and closed systems provides the most provocative of the systems concepts.
Classical and human relations theories of organization were based on the concept '
of internal regularity, Whether the nature of the regularity was mechanistic
as in bureaucratic theory or cy¢lic as in flow theory, theaorganization was an
entity or identity independent of its social environment. While this mode of
analysis is possible in General Systems Theory, through the examination of

) closed systems, a second mode is possible through open systems analysis (popularly)
referred to as Open Systems Theory). This second mode is.significant since, as
Johnson, Kast, and Rosenzweig (1967) noted, "Such a description of a system
adequately fits the typical social organization" (p: 12).

- / A qualification is necessdry, as Katz and Kahn (1966) argued:
- Open systems theory is not a theory at ally it does not pretend
to specific sequences ‘of cause and ‘effect, the specific hypo- .
theses and tests of hypotheses which are the basic elements of
theory.... Open systems theory is an approach and a conceptual
language for understdnding and describing many kinds and levels
of phenomena (p. 452),

The concept of the open system is not ILitself a‘theory, but with its focus on

universal phenomena it can provide a foundation for future organizational

.

Q . ) 5
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~ theories. Typical phenomena for gnelyaiﬁ._,inc,lgdga according to Bertalanffy

{1968) , wholeness, growth, diffe;en;atipn,.hierarchv, dominance, control, and
_ cgmpfetition,ﬁp'._-lﬂ);Q.;-;-;,'-'.V- S LT - CrIT T Lo 5 e ‘""Vf"‘v”“";:‘,:'_‘“"

Sadler and Barry (1970) presented three charactefistics nhicﬁ generally

-

are included in 'modern organizational theories':

1, Concern with the organization as a whole.

2, Concern with the organization in relation to its environment,.

3. Concern with the dynamics of organizational life and organizational
development.

‘Thus the key concepts of "modern organizatior theory" would be: 'is wholenss,
2) openess, and 3) process, "The systems approach," noted Céurchman (1969),
. "is simply a wa; of thinking abo&t these total systems and their componernts"
(p. 11). |

Systems Thinking

Perhaps the most succinct statement of the characteristics and demands of

systems thinking is Chin's (1961)

@nalytic model of system demands that we treat the pnenomena
and the concepts for organizing the pnencmena as if .there existed
organization, interaction, interdependency, and integration of
parts and elements, Sysﬁems analysis assumes gtructure and
stability within some arbitraril sliced and frozen time period

(p. 202), f
The conceptual language for examining Organikationél wholeness, openness, and
' ;.
process includes, therefore, organization (the arrangemént of complete and

J .. . -
functioning wholes), interaction '(mutual o frecfprocal activity--the primary
‘ Do
mode of which is communication), interdep ¢éncy (transfer of effect--50 that
a change in one part of a system is felt evEntually tﬁroughoutvthe system),

and integration (the formation rule of t ‘,whole—-such that synergistically

the whole is not "more" than the SUm of hb parts, but the whole is "different" -

from the sum of the parts),.

/




o Boulding (1956b) elabdrated the notion ofggnalyais by levels, noting that .

4t th _ § i "roughly corresponding to the complexit

oo - of - Yindividualst of the various empirical fields' (p.:-20%). _ Hach level:of .- -
complexity incorporates the lower levelg—gnd conééquently, “much vgluable»iﬁ-
formation and insight c;n be obtained by applying low-level systems to high-lével
subject matter" (p. 296). Each level of coﬁpiexity reflects systemé which are
both complete (on that level) and parts/elements/components of systems on 5; |
higher levels, Thus, Koestler (1967) noted that any living system muét be
ana}yzed in terms of\hierarchy, "wherever.there is 1ife, it must be hierarchi-
cally-organized" (p. 47). Koestler cq}néd the word HOLON (from the Greek holos
or whole, and the suffix on suggesting a part‘bf)a:particie) to be Gsed to
analyze the system which is both a complete ‘system with gub-systems; and a sub-

1/,‘ systemlof somenlarger system. His analysis, therefore, would include the sub-

system, the system, and the supta1§ystem kﬁhicﬁsin other formulations could be .

. _ . « o

considered as the environment of the system).

Katz and Kahn (1966) have developed more fully the notion of organihations

as open systems dependent on—théir—environments. They isolated nine character-
! .

istics to &gﬁgae all open Systems: - : o

1. The dimportation of energy. Résources (people, materials, in-
formation, etc.) are drawn from the environment into the system,-
No open system is self-sufficient. :

2. The through-put. The input is somehow transformed.

3. The output. The system exports some kind of matter/energy into
thé environment. The output includes both the final products of
the through-put and the waste products.. -

4, Systems as cycles of events, The products {sent into the environ-

" ment furnish the sources of energy for the EepetitiOn of the cycly
of events, Goods are sold to produce revenule to purchase raw !
materials to be transformed into goods to be sold to produce
reyenue, etc, . s :

5. Negative entrophy. Not only does tﬁE‘Hystem‘import enough i
energy to maintain itself but it imports extra energy as a )

) \ i‘r‘

'
i
]
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safety margin to prevent the sxs;em from _exporting more energy .
than it imports (death).
.__Information_inpun+unegative_ﬁeedback&_ggd the coding. process,

; Open systems operate and control operations by gathering in-

-MW_WV,:‘Wrformatinnrihxmrﬂiutzundnxxmnnﬂr”jnnkdhgxm:iﬁs:omnzopgrﬂbigns~ﬂm=~""t::::ﬁ:iitﬁ:;

' coding the information, and Using’ it to determine problem areas.

7. The steady-staté and dynamic homeostasis Open systems tend to

' maintain their basic character by:either resisting changes, off-
setting changes, incorporating Ehe changes into its basic
character, or by developing new characteristics.

8. Differentiation. Crude patterns become more sophisticated and
specialized by function. A division of labor occurs.

9. Equifinality. A single end state (goal) can be reached in a<g
variety of ways.  Note: as the specialization of function in-
creases, the options available to the system may decrease Sk
(paraphrase, pp. ‘10-26).

These characteristico reflect the creative'and constantly emerging nature of
open ;ysoems. As French (1963)Vnote,;"A system is a particular linking of
events which has a facilitating effect, or an inteﬁded facilitating effect,‘

oo the carrying out of a process" (p. 49). 1In this concept of process, the
organization as a human system (oplike the biologioal system) exists., "Organ-_
izations‘posseso no phyoical struoture,"fﬁrotg Collins (1968), "Structure is »
given to social oyslems by.the arrangement of events rather ohan the arrange-
ments of things" (p; 15). B

Churchman (1969) put manj of the notions of this conceptual language in

perspéctive by considering four méjor way in which systems thinking is utilized:

(1) The advocates of efficiency; they claim that the best approach to
a system is to identify the trouble spots, and especially the places
where there is waste....and then proceed to remove the inefficiency.
(2) The. advocates of the use of science in approaching a system; they
~claim that there is an objective way to look at a system and to build
a 'model’ of the system that describes how it works, The science '
used is sometimes mathematics, sometimes economics, sometimes 'be-
havioral' (e.g., psychology and sociology) (3) The advocates of .
human feeling, i.e., the’ humanigts; they claim that systems are people
and the fundamentél dpproach to systems consists of first looking at
the human values: freedom, dignity, privacy....(4) The anti-planners,
who believe any attempt to lay out specific and 'rational plana is
either foolish or dangerous or downright evil. The correct ‘'approach'
to gystems is to live in them, react to one's experience, and not try
to change them..,(pp. 13-14), ///

i
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~ “Colins (1968) presented. -They presented models.(conceptual languages) for -

understanding the. functioning of organizations. In general, the models recog-

nized organizations as given, identifiable, structures of events with the in-

"herent ability to change. Thus thevofganization as supra-system (environment)

- 18 necessary to provide energy for the survival of its members as systems; and

the members as sub-systems are nécessary to carry out the processes (events)
which give the organization its form and existance.
. /
At this point the efficiency, humanistic, and anti-planning versions of
sysiems thinkingvbecome significant ﬁy virtue of their focus on vélue_criﬁeria.

People and organizations depend upon each other for survival; at the same time.

they influence each other. It is theoretically probably that people can help

create organizations which'méximize their personal'potentialafor survival,

" while the organization can help create people which maximize its potential for

sﬁrvival. Therefore, the criteria for ultimate survival.and immediate influence

become significént. Churchman's efficiency version of systems-thinking considers

inefficiency as the primary threat to survival, accepts the axi;m that, "All
ﬁaste is‘bad;" and gears its actions to the elimination of waste--despite the
recognition.by the 'scientific version that négative entrophy dem;nds ex;esﬁ

energy as safety margin against death. The humanistic version considers ex-
ploitation ds the primary tﬁreat, accepts tﬁe axiom thaé, "The individual is

invielate;" and aims its actions at maximizing individual freedom of choice-.~

despite the scientific version's realization that a system as a cycle of events

demands regularity and predictability of behaviort The anti-planning version’

considers change as the primary threat to sruvival, accepts thg axiom,."Work

9
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»withiﬁ the status quo," and acts for the preservation of the current system--

- - despite the_agigntifig_yexsignis_gpntentignwthatwshange_is,ingyitahleﬁand,equi- .
_ Am_,finalityasuggQSts:tﬂﬁt;many;different.systemsﬁnnuld_he“aquallyudesirable,:;:;;f;ft””“”:i:
Clearly the systems approach to "modern organization theory" provides a
conceptual language for understanding-the orgénization as a dynamic and pur-
 posefﬁ1 entity. But simply kncwiné’and understanding the language of the'systems -
concept does not allow us to handle the vatiability of past research mentioned
by Ehling (1966) nor conduct the serious study‘mentiohed by Redding (1968).
Therefore, the systems approach of "moder;lorganization theory' must be applied

'séecifically to organizational communication.

Organizational Communication

"In an exhaustive theory of organization," wrote Barnard (1938), "communi- /
cation would occupy a central place, because the structure, extensiveness, and
scope of organization are almost entirely determined by communication techniques'.
(p. 91). In "modern organization theory'" the communicative process doeﬁ, in
fa;t, occupy a central place. As noted earlier, Johnson, Kast, and Rosenzweig
(1964) wrote that "It'(thé communicative process) is the connecting and inte-
grating link among the systems network' (p. 378). In their influenfial analysis
of the organization as an open system Katz and Kahn (19é%) devoted considerable
space to communication as the essence of organizationm.

In this sense, communication--the exchange of information and the
transmission of meaning--is the very essence of a social system /
or an organization. The input of physical energy is dependent

on information about it, and the input of human energy is made .
possible through communicative acts. Similarly the transformation
of energy (the accomplishment of work) depends upon communication
between people in each organizational sub-system and upon communi-
cation between sub-systems. The product carries meaning as it
meets needs and wants, and its use is further influenced by the
advertising and public relations material about it. The amount of
support which an organization receives from its social environment

10




e e ——2-]ighments.-

L2

&

., \ .. R

[ “,

is also affectad by the’ information which,elitéﬁgfoups and wider—

publics have acquired about its goa %> activities,, and accomp-

LTI U GepmundcatTon- 16 thus ‘g social process.of the broddest relevance v

4in the functioning of any group, organization, or gociety. It

A is gossible to subsume under it such forms of social interaction
as the exertion of influence, cooperation social contagion .or
imitation, and leadership (pp. 223-224). °

Although Katz and Kahn were operating from an unsophisticated and incomplete
definition of communication, they none- the less apprehended the significance

. . .
,.of the communicative process in human’ systemsg. Scott (1961) summarized this .\

-

view by desgcribing the communicative'procéss &s "a mechanism which links. the
’ R

segments of the system -together" (p. 20). Thus, in human organizations, -

N

conmunication is the central process integrating'the human, physical, financial,

and informational elemerits. Through the acts of communicating the organization

=

is formed and maintained.

Recognizing the creative power of humans communicating, Thayer (1968)

, o o N
observed: : ol . N

" It is the communica%#@i; é%@fcccufs within it, and the communication
that occurs betweed?%@ﬁﬁdfgﬁh@zatlon and its environment, which both
defines the organizatidn and determines the conditions of its exist-~

ence and the direction of its movement (pp. 101-102).

Simon'(1957);estabiished that the communicative process is a necessary character-
’ L
istic of organization., "It is obvious that without communication there can be

no Orgaﬁization" (p. 154). Cherry (1957) went a step further, noting that - the

communicative process is not just a necessary condition for.organization, but

‘¢ i

a sufficient condition. "Communication renders true social life practicable,
- for communication means organization" (p. 5). Thus there ig ‘eyidence that an
understanding of organizatidns from a systems perspective requires an undex-

standing of the communicative processes within the organization,

Organizgtiopal communicéﬁibn as a field of study attempts to investigate
‘ ™

11
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¢ ' .
the_bghgy;g;g_ggg_ghglgﬁggggggggngggfwhich constitute communicétive procegses
wiLhin_an_nngan1zat1nn*_Jks_Smith+_Richattg+_and_Zimav(19723 argued, ", , .

—organizational- cnmmunication:ia‘conceived*ofﬁas»awgeneraifarea—of -empirical- -
research conducted by scholars from a number of fields, all of whom are concerned |

with the way in which people communicate within their organizations' (p. 270).

N

Within organizations, MacDonald and Farace (1970) observed that ". . . relatively
stable anh.fégular’patterns of work and communication activities canvbe observed;
the Rprview of scholars of organizational communication is to describe and
analyze these communication and information patterns" (p. 2). These patterns

to a large extent determine the functioning of an-brganizagion. As Bavelas

and Barrett/(1951) suggested: - J/””\
It is entirely poésible to view an organization aﬁ an eldborate

system for gathering, evaluating, recombining, and disseminating
information. It is not surprising, in these terps, that the )
effectiveness of an organization with respect to achievement

of its goals should be so closely related to its effectiveness in
handling information. In an enterprise whose suctcess depends on

the coordination of the efforts of all its members, the managers o
depend completely on the quality, the amount, and the rate at , “\\
which relevant information reaches them, The rest of the or-

ganization, in turn, depends on the efficiency with which -the

managers can deal with this information and reach conclusiong, 4/)
decisions, etc. (p. 368).

This same recognition of the significance of the information diffusion networks
within the organization that prompted Barnard (1938) to contend that, "the
first executive function is to develoﬁ and maintain a system of communication"
(p. 226). Scott (1961) elaborated:

Communication is viewed as the method by which action is-evoked from

parts of the system. Communication acts not only as a stimuli re-

sulting in action, but also as a control and coordination mechanism

linking the decision centers in the system into a synchronized

pattern (p. 20).

What is-significant is not that patterns and networks do emerge, but that

they are constantly emérging. Unrestricted channels of communication in most

12




- is the first step to establishing the’prganization as a strﬁcture of évgnts:

Kahn (1966) noted that the selection or

A ‘"

- 11" -

. 1 o

organizations would be completely unworkable. No manager would be able to keep

- up with the myriad of changing inpﬁts:,such a SYStem would be ¢haos. _Moréovér,

3
.

such a system would not be "organized." There would be neither structure, nor

control, nox hieréfchy. The events,Woul& be either completely random, or de-

pendent upon organizationally irferévant factors (e.g., geography). Katz and .

3

L3 » .
‘designation of communication channels .

ot

«

To move from an unorganized state to an organized state requires
~ the introduction of constraints-and restrictions to reduce diffuse .
+ and random communication to channels appropriate for the accomp- ,

. »

v .lishment of organizational objectives (p. 225). . e

Moreovef;lgccording to French and Bell (1973), the designation of,ébhmﬁnication‘

. channels is a significant step in maintainingvthé organization as a structure

of events: ' - : S
el . K : ! : o . o

£ central issue in-organizational life, then, is the degree to which °

. members of the organization are permitted to c¢ommunicate fully with

- each other about the various organizational subsystems and the degree

to which such communication is facilitated (p. 82). S

LAY

Conclusion

‘The above discussioh‘éuggests'twé maﬁor\concluéioﬁs.  First, "dodern
: S T . - et
organizZational theory" through the application of "open systems" concepts
1] R . N \ . . )
provides a potentially significant analytical model for organizatiohal communi- .

cation~SCh61aré. This.analytié model is incorporated in tﬁe~possibility 6f

adepting variodsaperspectiVes‘(scientiﬁicr humanistic, efficiency, and anti-

-

'planning)'for utiiizing the conqepfuai langﬁage of 5systéms thinking (focusing

13

4 "

-

e

on openness, wholeness, pracess, ‘interaction, ihterdependency, integration, étc.)..

R 13

Secpnd,‘from this perspective,‘organizational'communication as a field of study

-,

would be devoted‘to the'inveStigétion>of the_regulaf (formal, informal, task,

N - . - ’ ) -

v . . . 1.
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