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GENERAL SYSTEMS THEORY AND ORGANIZATIONAL COMMUNICATION:
A CONSTRUGTIVIST - COORIENTATIONAL PERSPECTIVE

The siﬁglé most influential development within the discipline of organiza-
tional administration and management during the last quarter centuiy has bgen
the emergence of General Systems Theotry (GST) as a predominant theoretical and
erpirical framework. Fostered in the writinga of Ludwig von Bertalanffy (l93h,
1967, 1968, 197?), Kenneth Berrien (1968), Chester Barmard (1938), and others,
GST proposed to di:liver the study of living organisms from the ciutches 'of the
ﬁrevailing mechanistic world view. By emphasizing the "wholeness" of the entity
in question and the structural isomorphic relationship or similarity of otherwise
distinct entities, GST promised to provide a liﬁking function between different
sciences.

Recently, however, a number of criticisms have been voiced goncerning appli-
cations of the GST format. Predominant among those criticisms ?Ave been the as-
sertions of Peery (1972, 1975) and F. Thayer (1972) that adaptations of a systems
perspective to organizational administration have evinced lit;le appreciation for
intra-organizational conflict, diversity of values, or the role of the individual
while overemphasizing the concepts of consensus, gr;wth, and hierarchy. Central
to these criticisms is an implicit reflection on and indictment of thé role which
communication has assumed in iypical systems formulations. That role has largely
been in terms of feedback (cybernetics), channels (network analysis), or amount
(overioad), rather than in terms of the human beings involved. Ironically, GST
was proposing a break from anﬁlytic procedures which prescribed a part-to-whole
analysis of the entity in question while communication, as an entity, was being
dealt with by systems theorists in much that particularistic fashion. The pre-

dominant tendencies have been to approach organizational commnication either
. *
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mechanistlcaliy (des¢ribing it as purpocive, functional, rational and, often.
unidirsctional), or ﬁethodologicnllf (describing the "appropriate" method of
examinntién while failing to specify the paradigmatic or theoretical basis of
the examination).

The queétion which arises at this juncture is: Does the General Systems

Theory framework, a priori, dictate this type of a perspective on commnication

iy general and organizational communication in particular? That is to say, do

these criticisms stem from faults within the paradigm of GST itself, or should °

the criticisms rest with the theorists and researchers who have attempted appli-

_cations of GST to the organizational domain? The purpose of this paper is tc ex-

plore the relationship between the dictates and criticisms of GST relevant to ore-
ganizationnl cmmmﬁﬁgatioﬁ énd, then, to offer a different perspective on organi-

4

zational cormunication. - /

G Dictates of General Systems Theory

General Systems Theory emerged from a search for isomorphisms between dif-
ferent disciplines. Specifically, GST grew from the biologist's attempt to draw
analogies between living organisms and social organizations. Bertalanffy (1972),
discussing the historical development of GST, notes that this search for isomor-
phisms was originally criticized as only being 2 huat for superficial similari-
ties. Rather than being an exercise in simplification though, GST represents a
decided attempt to discover those systems laws which hold across phenomena and
across disciplines. It is an effort after communication between disciplines,
| The emphasis on isomorphisms is not intended to ignore or belittle the ex~
istence or importance of differences. On the conirary, the search for analogies
from system one to system two serves the function of highlighting instances of

conflict or contrast. Put in a slightly difzerentﬁfaahion, "it is only by dis-

-
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covering where the similarities cease and the differences begin that we can evolve
tovard a genuine understanding of the area of discourse" (Berrien, 1968, p. 11).
Basié to the development of the GSf formulation is, of course, the 3oncept
of "system", and basic to the concept of system is the notion of "interrelatioﬁ-
ship" or "interdependency". A system is typically defined as a set of elements

interrolated with each other and with their enviromment (Ackoff, 1969; Berrier,

19683 Rertalanffy, 1972; Hall & Hagen, 1969; Kast & Rosenzweig, 1972, 197L). The

elements (or components or subsystems) are defined as belonging to the system by
virtue of the fact that they iﬁteract (1) within the boundaries of the system

(2) with other components of the system (3) to "produce & product that is dis-
tinguishable from the interactions themselves and from the inputs" (Berrien, 1968,
p. 17).

The "boundary" within which subsystems act and interact is that area d;fin-
ing one system versus another system. It serves the function of filtering the
flow of inputs and outputs between the system and its environment. As such, the
boundary is an interface between system and suprasystem (environment) in which
the system exists. As Rvben (1972) notes, "the way s;stem, subsystem, boundary,
and environment get defined depends mustly upon the level of analysis one selects--
and that decision depends largely upor. how one conceived of the situation in the
first place" (p. 128). 1In the case of biology, a cell might constitute the sys=-
tem for study while, in the case of management science, the total organization
is typically viewed as the system.

(The importance of the concept "interaction' to the GST framework cannot be
overly stressed. Historically, emphasis has been placed on the individual com-
ponents of the entity in'question. With the advent of GST, that emphasis shifts
from analyzing components in isolation to viewing Somponents in dynamic relation-

. - .
ship with each other. It is the examination of that interaction of element wiin
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-alement and element with environment that provides the research focus for GST.

It is vital to note that, in at least three important senses, systems are

dynamic rather.than static entities. The first sense is in the flow of informa-

"tion, méterials;‘individuals, j.e., inputs, through the system, eventually result-

ivg in a "processed" output. Emphasis is on the movemsnt, that is ta say, the
input-throughput-output flow by which an overall system objective is pursued.
This process of input-throughput-output provides a'second Sense in which systems
are dynamic. It is this process which serveg to blnd subsystems to each other
within the systemﬂénVixonment. Subsystems, by definition, interact with one an-
other and, thus, atand in dynamic relationship. Vhatever affects one subsysten
muét, in some fashion, affect associated subsystems. The final sense in which
.7stems may be said to be dymamic is in the fact that systems evolve over time.
Systens exist in the emergent passina.present; that is to say, tﬁey exist in and
;

/
develop through the perspective of time, possessing a past, present and future.

In that sense, they must be approached in a fashion which respects their active

existence.

Organizations as Systems

It seems somewhat superfluous to declare an organization a system and, there-
fore, an appropriate entity for analysis within a GST framework. The word Torgan-
ization" specifies a confluence of relationships, i.e., a system. Schein (1970)

defines an organization, in part, as "the rational coordination of the activities

of a number of people. o " (p. 9)e Thus, Schein defines the components of an

organizational system as people and the interrelationships of those components
as being a "rational soordination". Johnson, Kast and Rosenzweig (196L) adopt
a similar perspective as they explicitly define the business organization as a

"man-mide Bystem which has a dynamic interplay with its environment--customers,
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copetitors, labor orgaﬁizations, suppliers « o . £ho buasiness organization is
a system of interrelated parts working in conjunction with each other in order
éo accbmplish a number of goals. . " (p. 371).

Any nunber of focal points may be assumed for an organizational-GST analy-
sis. Dependent upon research interests, a macro-viewpoint may be adopted, exam-
ining overall organizational functibning within the surrounding environment (de-
fined as corpetitors, consumers, ecological environment, etc.), or a more micro-
viewpoint may be adopted, examining relationships of individual employees within
and £o their enviromment (the work group, the division, the union, the total or-

ganization)., By far, the more popular application of the 35T framework has been

" in assuming a macro-viewpoint, treating the. total organizatio: as the system and

some aspect of the competitive enviromment as the suprasystem. Within this per-
spective, decision-making, decision-transmission, and decision-enactment become
the focal objects (Johnson, Kast & Rosenzwéig, 196L; Scott & 'itchell, 1972;
Simon, 1961). Rarely (if ever) has more that a passing mention been made of

the fact that individuals themselves consiitute systems, with organizations ser-
ving as a form of suprasystem for the individuals., Obviously, this emphasis on
7iewing the total organization as system is product of primary management’ concern,
i.e., the achievement of a total organizational goal. Whatever the level of focus
though, the concern 1s with an analysis which respects the holistic and open na-

ture of the system.

Systems as Holistic Structures

The recognition of systems as "wholes" or "holistic" structures represents
a decided break from the classic, analytic procedurs of science. According to
analytic analysis, tﬁp whole exists in the sum total of its parts. Understanding

the whole, then, is a matter of first dissecting it into its component parts,

.~
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analyzing those parts, and finally, re-assembling the parts into the whole. This

procedure is dependent on two preconditions: (1) interactions between parts must
be weak or nonexistent so that dissolution of relationships is possible without
affecting the parts, and (2) relationships must be linear in nature in o?der to
permit the given condition of summativity (Bertalanffy, 1968, p. 19).

Those two requisite conditions do not exist when dealing with entities de-
fined as "systems". The definitional declaration of an entity as a.system marks
the elements of that entity as being in interaction with each other and marks
that interaction as being the focus of any examination. As Cleland and King7(1972)
note:

A system, by its very nature, is made up of interdependent elements. As

such, actions which affect one element mist affect others also. And ac-

tions of one element cause reactions on the part of others.; The recogni-

tion of such interactions and interdependencics both within and“without

the organization is the essence of the systems viewpoint. (p. 77)

In a synergistic fashion, then, the ﬁhole is more than a simple sum of its parts,
It assumes a charcter stemming not only from the parts but from the effects of
their interactions and reactions as well.

With respect to a theoretical and empirical focus on organizational commun-
ication, the call ‘for recognition of the holistic nature of systems demands that
communication events be considered in context, the component elements of events
not be reduced to the s.L.iplicity of linear analysis (i.e., source plus message
plus receiver equals communication), and that the central focus of any analysis
be the interaction/interdependency cf component elements. As such, the demand
is that perspective be retained on the interaction of who, where, when, and what

of the comwunication incident.



§X§E§E§.ﬂ§ Open Structures

Berrien (1968) defines open systems as "those [bystumé] which accept and
respond to inputs (stimuli, cnerzy, information, and so o?), and closed systems
are those vhich are assumed to function 'within themselves'" (p. 15). Thus, an
open system.is one which, by means of a permeable boundary, interacts with its
environment, drawing upon the environment for those eléments nacessary to main-
tain its (the system's) existence. By contrast, a closed system maintains a
rigid, nonbermeable boundary between itself and its environment.

A closed system is most readily analogous to whai Gouldner (1959) refers to
aé vhe "rational model" of organizations while open systems correspond to the
"natural-system model", The rational model emerged from a desire to control un-
certainty so that reliable predictions concerning future actions and reactions
might be made, thus achieving organizational efficiancy. Closurg of the system
reduces uncertainty by specifying variables and their interactiogs. Environmental
factcrs are included only if predictable, and factors internal to the organiza-
tion receive rigid definition and treatment in order to "insure' predictability.
According to Thompson (1967), predictability';hrough organizational.system clo~
sure is ;chieved by "assuming that goals are known, tasks are repetitive, output
of the production process somehow disappears, and resources in uniform qualities
are available" (p. 5). As such, specifiable structure and function assume pre-
cedence cver less certain and/or controllable aspects of organizational existence.

The open system approach to organizational behavior dictates a quite differ-
ent strategy. It is this "different strategy" which is ostensibly embraced by
GST. Fundamentally, GST is concerned with relatignships and interdependencies
of element tc element and element to environment as opposed to constant attributes
of elements standing in isolation. VWhile predictive ro]iabili;y may be a goal

of open system analysis, as it is with closed system analyais; the functioning
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éf the organizational system is viewed as a dynamic response to its environment--
not a static state of existence.
| Within the open systems perspec.ive, this divergence from the rational model
of organizations is embodied in the principle of "equifinality", i.e., more than
v one p%th exists to any desired outcome and, converscly, more than one outcome is
; conceivable from any path. This principle stands in direct opposition to closed -
systen thinking which dictates a single-path-single-outcoms viewpoint. Closed

systen thirking seeks the path lo a defined goal while open system thinking ex-

<

plores a path and what it achieves. In comparing open system perspective with

that of closed system, Katz and Kahn (1966) assert that:

" "he major misconception lof the closed system strategy] is the failure to

recognize fully that the organization is continually dependent upon inputs

from the environment and that the inflow of materials and human energy

is not a constant. The fact that organizationg have built-in protective

devices to maintain stability and that they are notoriously difficult

to change in the direction of some reformer's desires should not ckscure

the realities of the dynamic interrelationships of amy social structure

with .its social and natural e vironment. (p. 26)

It is essential to remember that the environment being dealt with is a func-
tion of the level and focus of analysis. As previously indicated, the term
"environment" (suprasystem) might indicate the competition, clientele, cr eco=

. system if the total organization constitutes the system. On the other hand,
the focus could be on the individuals who comprise the organization--on their
relaticnships and interdependencies. In that case, the individualé constitute

the system and the organization is the suprasystem.

Distinpguishing the level of research focus is not & minor issue. Several

=
A
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thaorists have noted the conceptual and theoretical confusion which result

from mixing levels of analysis (see, for example, Bertrand, 1972; Roberts,
0'Reilly, Bretton & Porter, 197k; Kuben, 1972; L. Thayer, 1968a, 1972). The
questions being asked and assertions being made should operate to codetermine

the focal level and the appropriate research tools.

Criticisms of General Sys‘ems Theory

Having established some basic dictates of GST, it is time to turn atten-
tion to criticisms of that research paradigm. As mentioned previously, of par-
ticular interest are those critical comments which implicitly reflect the role
accorded human communication. Two categories of such criticisms emerged from
review of the literature: (1) overemphasis on and acceptaince of ccusensus as
the norm of intra-organizational functioning, and (2) overemphasis on and agcep-
£ance of hierarchy as the system structure and growth as the mepﬁod of system
adaptntibn to environment.

For the most part, the criticisms have been grounded in review of applica-
tions of GST to administrative science. Communication, per se, was not the focus
of the app}ications in question, nor (with one exception) was it singled out as
a central factor in the critical inquiries. Careful scrutiny of those investi-
gations and their conclusions, however, points to communication as a key element

in each of the difficulties cited.

Overemphasis on Consensus

Consensus, lack of appreciation for political manuvering within an crgani-
zation, lack of appreciation for conflict, and lack of appreciation for diversity
of values are all listed as primary assumptions/criticisms of GST applications

to administrative science (Kast & Rosenzweig, 1972; Peery, 1972, 1975; F. Thayer,

- -
-
.
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1972). It is at this point that a clear distinction should be drawn batween
GST and applications of GST. Applications of GST quite clearly prize the con-
struct of "consencus" and are written under the explicit or implicit assump-
' tion that anything or anjone not conforming to the establisncd norm will be sys-
, . { tematically_eliminated. Typicai of the approach taken is that exemplified by
Cleland ard King (1972). While explicitly recognizing the existence of a type

of diversity (ie.s., ". . . any organization is a system which is made up of seg-

‘ ments, each of which has its own parochial goals" p. 78), they proceed from

that point to assert that individualism is subsumed under and controlled by the

overall organizational goal. What is best for the systom assumes precedence

over what is ¢ood for the subsystem and, by implication, is accepted willingly
by the subsystem. (Similar exarples may be found in Helilriegel & Slocum, 1976;
Seiler, 1967; Scott & Mitchell, *272.) /;

2 assumptions of consensus, lack of conflict, lack of diéersity are most
readi. s detectable when one examines the definitions of '"ccmmunication" which
have been adopted by systems theorists. Typical of those definitions is the as-
sertion that commnication is "unde~*iken in order that decisions might be con-

veyed .and decision-enactment evaluated." Thav is to say, communication is de-

fined as a unidirectional mechanism for transiitting information. Either an ex-

ecutive de:ision is beiny relayed down to subordinates or, in a cybernmetic sense,
results from the &nactment of the decision are being relayed up to superiors.

In a linear sense, Simon (1961) defines commnication as the process of trans-
nitting decisions; for Scott (1969; Scott & Mitchell, 1972), comhunication is

merély a "linking process"; and, cohnson, Kast, and Rosenzweig (196kL) equate com-

manication with feedback systems.
In essence, then, rather than achieving the proposed break from 3 mechan-

istic world view, applications of GST to management and adrninistrative science

12 | ’
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have in fact prolonged and extended that paradigm. Lee Thayer (1972), expand-
ing upon this point, notes that: ‘
Much.of what has been written and said of general systems theory to date
is heavily, though tacitly, freighted with all kinds of phllosophic reaid;
ules and transforms of physicalism (e.g., the addition of "feedback" ‘
doesn't basically alter the S-R conception of human communication which
is implicit in the conventional model), and this has impeded the matual
development of general systems theory as well as human communication theory

in the study of human communication systems. (p. 99)

It is certainly not GST which has dictated a linear approach to commnication
and, therefore, the implicit assuﬁption bf consensus within organizational sys-
tems. But it is the applic;tion of a linear analyels and concepts derived from
that analysis whigh has resulted in a glossing over of the diveféity, conflict,
and political manuvering which exist in organizations.

The overwhelming utilization of linear, mechanistic conceptualizations of

human comaunication within GST forrmlations may be attributed to two factors.

The first of these factors is the result of applications of GST while the sec-
cnd factor is the result of the GST paradigm itself.

As management is concerned with the process of decision-making, decision-
transmission, and decision-enactment, tﬁe perspective adopted toward commnica-
tion has been one which seemingly best represents that process. Classically,
-decisions are made by superiors and transmitted down to subordinates who then
act upon the instructions. "Feedback" occurs as the superiors in question com-
pare the predicted outcome of their instructions with the real outcome of the
instructions. Difficulties with the process are often attributed to "semantic
noise", i.e., the instructions were not worded appfopriately‘(see, for example,

Scott & Mitchell, 1972). Quite clearly, the "process" as described is linear

Q .
: and mechanistic in nature and, certainly, simplistic.
ERIC , ’ ’
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Whils, on paper, the "flow" of information may be channeled in that fashion,
few communica’ ion theorists would wish to be éuilty of equating channels for com=-
mﬁnicabing with communicaticn itself. It is equally erroneous to view communi;
cation solely as a matter of feedback, as many cybernetic applications do, or
organizational communication as being exclusizely ;nvolved with the decision=-
naking/decision-transmission/decision-enactment process.‘ But, while the inade-
quacy of such treatments of human communication is apparent, these conceptuali-
zations predominant the literature.

The reason for this predominance may best be found within the declared ob-

jective of GST. As Bertalanffy (1968, 1972) haSuassertea, the domain of general’

ajstems theory is the sea;ch'for isomorphisms common to tgystems", While it

has often been argued that-caution be exerted against the adoption of supéific-
jal analogies which would serve to mislead by ignoring criticas qifferences (see,
for example, Berrien, 1968; Scott & Mitchell, 1972; Sutherland, i973), human com-
munication has been implicitly znd explicitly considered the equivalent of elec-
tronic cammunication. ExamiAation of definitions and discussions of commnica-
tion reveals that those factors.which characterize the flow of information from
one computer to another (i.e., sender, signal, receivef) have been utilized to
describe the communication of one human being with another.

In discussing possible approaches to‘general‘aystemé theory, Boulding (1967)
suggests a "hierarchy of complexity" or a "system of systems" in which theoret-\
ical systems are divided inté levels on the basis of gomplexity. Nine levels
are suggested, beginning with the level of "frameworks" (1) and moving up to
the l;vel of "transcendental systems" (ix). In summarizing the scheme, Boulding

states that:

Because, in a sense, each level incorporates all those below it, much

)




- valuable information and insights can be obtained by applying low-level
systems to high-level subject matter. Thus most of the theoretical
schemes of the social sciences are still at level (i1), just rising now

to (iii), although the subject matter clearly involved level (viii).

(p. 15)

It would appear that this is clearly what has occurred with regard to human com-
rmnication. The level of analysis that has been applied is that of level (ii1),
the "thermostat'. The subject matter, however, is more appropriately defined
as level (vii), the "human" level, or that of level (viii), the "social organi-
zation"., One must ask whether the difference in level of analysis versus level
of subgect matter has really resulted in "valuable information and insights" as
Bouldlng asserted. Rather, it would appear that the superficial analogy ‘drawn
between electronic communication (tho thermostat) and human communication has
served to inadequately rebresent the complexities inherent in hﬁman communica~
tion. The end result has been, as Peery (1972, 1975) insists, an analysis which *

lacks appreciation for diversity, conflict, or political manuvering.

b}

Overemphasis on Hierarchy énd Growth

The second group of criticisms applied to GST was that it accepés, without
question, hierarchy as the structure of all syétems and growth as the method of
svstem adaptation to environment. Both criticisms involve explicit or implicit
assertions that the theorist approaches the system in question with a precon-
ceived definition of the structure\ghich will be found an& the criteria which
will be used to evaluate that structure. )

The emphasis on hierarchy is the result both of GST having emerged from ap-
plications of biological principles to systems in general and of the definition

of "organiq}tion" jtself. The reliance of biologic soiences on hierarchical

7
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hierarchical structures. A priori, the assumption is being made-that open sys-

1k

sﬁheues (e.g., moving from the single celled amcoba to multi-celled man) is ob-
vious. Extended specifically to GST, Boulding (1967) offers his "hierarchy of
cﬁmplexity" previously referred to.

In addition to tne glologic emphasis on hierarchy, most conceptualizations
of organizations either explicitly or implicitly declare that organizations are
hierarchically arranged structures. Returning to Schein's (1970) definition of

"organization", as well‘ds being a "rational coordination of activities", he

asserts that an organization'is'"for the achievement of some common explicit

poal through division of labor and functiom, and through hierarchy of authority

-

and rcsépnsibility" (p. 9). Thus, Schein specifically designates the structure

of organizations as being hierarchical in nature.

A matrix of related difficulties emerge from the emphasis on systems as

tems are self-differentiating entities. This self-differentiation is the pro-

duct of systems growth which, along with systems survival, is a commonly accepted
and employed criterion for judging organizations (Kast & Rosenzweig, 1972; Peery,.
1972, 1975). The differentiation‘leads to specialization which, in turn, neces-
sitatea a hierarchical structure so that information might be "efficiently pro-
cessed". As Peery (1972) points out in his discussion, that automatic ;céeptance
of a hierarchical basis of living systems is "apt to emphasize the instrumental
values of hierarchical structures rather than to encourage inquiry into altern-
ative structural érrangements"'(p. 507). The exploration of alternative struc-
tural arrangements wéuld be particularly important for man-made systems, i.e.,
organizatioﬁs. With respect to such systems, hierarchy is clearly imposed upon
the structure by its designers. To presuppose the structure of man-made systems
is to ignore the contrivéd”nature of *hose systems and is to proiong a viewpoint

which seemingly prizes uniformity over flexibility or adaptability.

’ 16
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as automatic that the organizational structure will at all times be hierarch=-

15

Relating this difficulty specifically to the discipline of communication,
F. Thayer (1972) argues that hierarchy embodies the implicit assertion fhat
"all organized social interaction occurs between 'superiors! and 'subordinates '™
(p. 482). As such, assumptions of linearity and consensus are _once again being
made., By nature, the communication which occurs between superior and subor-
dinate tends to be linear, with the superior dictating appropriate courses 6f:
action for the subordinate to follow. Where that flow is reversed, linearity
atill exists in the cybernetic (féedback) sense as the gubordinato responds to
a superior's request for specific information. Thus, the construct of hierarchy
presmpts the suggestion found in many democratic models of organization that
structural differentiation ge reduced (Bennis, 1966; Lawrence & Lyréch, 1969).
It emphasi;es instead the formalized relationship as established by the roles
of "superior" and "subordinate". And, tlat formalized relétionsﬁip continues
to promote the construct of consensus, i.e., the subordinate will accept with-
out question those decisioﬁs dictated by the superior. That consensus i; rarely
defined as being problematic nor is it typically suég;s€§d that alternatives
to the dictates of systems as hierarchies and systems asfgrowth structures might
be appropriate.

Alternative Perspective Toward
Organizations as Systems

L 4

Based upon the review just completed, it would appear that the criticisms
of GST have been well founded. Applications of the paradigm to administrative

science and management theory do prize the construct of consensus and accept

ical in nature. It also seems apparent that these criticisms substantially ro;

flect the perspective toward human commnication which has been adopted by

17
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organizational-GST theorists. That perspective has been one which drawe far too
heavily on the assumption that human communication is isomorphic with electronic
communication. The end result is to view communication as a mechanism by wﬁich
decisions are transmitted, thus implicitly assuming that consensus exigis con-
cerning the daefinition of the situation ana appropriate actions to be taken.

In that emphasis on analogy ("iéomorphisms as the basis of analysis") ex-

ists the predominant culpability of 0ST for.the criticisms which have been made.

It 18 the search for and acceptance of isomorphic "knowledge" by the GST para-

digm which has resulted in the stress placed on consensus, hierarchy, and growth. -

ﬂs‘previously noted, however, from its very inception GST theorisis have cau~-
tioned against the typa of superficial analoéy employed wﬁeq human commnica-
tion is defined as iscamorphic with electronic communication. As a matter of*
.fact, Bertalanffy (1967, 1968) himself has insisted upbn the uniqueness of human
beings as a product of'perceptual differences and creative capébilities. He
therefore irmplicitly recognizes human communication as distinctively different
fron electronic communication. One factor other than the search fo; isomor-
phisms, though, dons enter in to contribute 59 and-encourage the application'

of analogies with respect to human communication. That factor is dealt with by
both Boulding (1967) and Kast and Rosenzweig {1972) as they assert that our

goals overstep our ability for effective organizational analysis. According

to Kast and Rosenzweig, "we vitally need the systems paradigm but we are not

" sufficiently sophisticated to use it appropriately" (p. L58).

While such an indictment may well have been true during the evolution of
the GST position and its initial application to administrative science, research _
advances in two importznt areas have substantially overcome that difficulty.

Developments in the fields of cognitive-constructivism and coorientation now

»
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enable researchers to coherently examine and compare the perceptions and in-
terpretations of individuals to situations in which they are involveds It
is thfough the application of a "constructivist-coorientational" analysis to
organizatiﬁhs and h;man'interaction within organizations that we may effect

a break from tho prevailing'mechanistic approach,

t

Constructivist Approach to Organizational Communication

Essentially, the constructivist position demands that human beings be re-

cognized as active perceivers and interpreters of their environment. This

stands in direct opposition to the mechanistic conceputalization of human be-

ings as paésive recipients of external stimuli. Constructivism embodies an
]

"active organismic model of man" (for a more complete treatment, see Langer,

1969; Reese & Overton, 1970; Swanson & Delia, 1976). As Reese and Overton

| (1970) point out, "a primary characteristic of this model is itg’representa-

tion of ‘the organism as the source of acts, ;ather than as the collection of
acts initiated by external (peripheral) force" (p. 133). According to this
position, human beings actively interact with their environments in the crea-
tion of ﬁersonally meaningful worlds.

The constructivist perspective does not deny the exiétence of "rdality" as
such; rather, it intists that reality is apprehended by the individual through
the use of personal "constructs", i.e., cognitive structures brought to the
siéuhtion by that individuél. Focusing on the perception of one individual by
another individual, Delia (1976) describes the process as follows:

This constructivist pg{spective imblies directly that our understanding

of other people is alvays in terms of images or impressions. The other

is never a reflected reality. We can never directly apprehend anothgr's

intentions, inner dualities; or attitudes. Rather, in interpersonal

19
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perception the individual constructs an impression of the actions, qual-
ities, or attitudes of the other through interpreting aspects of the

other's appearance and behavior within particular copgnitive dimensions.

(. 367)

Da91c1lly, the constructivist position is quite amenable to the QST per=-

'spsctivea By recognizing human beings as active in the perception of their en=

virpnmeni (whether gocial or business), coastructivism espousés an open sys-
tems point of view. Within constructivism, individuals are quite clearly seen
as being iu interaction with their environment and with the individuals (ele-
1ments, components, ;ubsystems) who are part of that environment. Additionally,
constructivism maintains a holistic perspective (Delia, 1977; Morin, 197L; Reese.
& Overton, 1970) similar to that Adopted by GST. Human exisienqg and interac-
tioa are not defined as additive functions of component qualities or properties
but; rather, are seen as assuming distinctive natures as product of the inter-
relationship of component elemerts. Withih this framework, communication is:
;een as being an effort after shared meaning (Delia, 1977; Delia & Grossberg,
1977; Swanson & Delia, 197h). It involves both individual interpretations and
socially shared codes for expressing or "conveying" those interpretations.

Vhile the constructivist position is well estgblished both in theoretical
and methodological senses (see, for example, Adams-Webber, 1969, 1970; Bieri,
1955, 1961, 1966; Crockett, 1965; Kelly, 1955), there have been few applica-
tions of this research paradigm to the organizational domain (Hale & Hilpert,
1976). As applied specifigally to organizational communication, constructiv-
isnm receives its most cogent theoretical treatment in the writings of Lé; Thaye;
(1963, 1967, 1968a, 1968b, 1972, 1975). In accord with the dictates of a oon-

structivist position, Thayer (1968a) notes that "the way one is psychologically
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(concepfually) organized determines how he communicates with his world and how
his world can communicate with him" (p. 19). Beyond Thayer's treatment, the
éonstructivist perspective has been implicitly recognized by many organiza-
t'onal theorists (see, for example, Argyris, 196k; Bertalanffy, 1968; Cleland
and King, 1972; Kast & Rosenzweig, 197L; Scheir., 19?0) as they note individual
percoptual differences, but has falled to be translated past recognition of
ghose differences., Aé noted previously, that faiiure has contributed to the
erphasis on consensus and lack of.appreciation for diversity which critics of

the GST position have so readily observed.

Coorientational Approach to Organizational Communication

Theoretical and methodological. developments in one other relam are rele-
vant to a revised perspective on communication in an organizational setting.
Constructivism deals with the interpretive processes of individgéls ags each
views a situation in question for self, Coorientacion, as a théoretical frame-
work, deals with one individual's perspectiva concerning a situation/topic/in-
dividual in relation to another individual's perspective concerning that same

situation/topic/individual. Stemming from Newcomb's (1953, 1956, 1958) A-B-X

model and Heider's (1958) theory of interpersonal relations, the coorientation

framework assumes that "the conditions which account Jor communication behav-
iors éan be defined in terms of the commnicators! simultaneous orientations
toward each other and toward mutually relevant objects in the environment®
(Stamm & Pearce, 197h, p. 185), Thus, the focus of a coorientational analysis

would be on the issue of consensus versus diversity in individual perspectives

~

concerning a focal object. Within an organizational environment, this focus
may be exploited both proactively and retroactively as one examines coorienta-
tion prior to and following communication. .

l .
As with construdtivism, coorientation espouses many of the tenets basic
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to the GST porspective. As it stresses perspectives in relation to each other,
coérientatipn adopts an open systems viewpoint. It equally cibraces a holistic
position in that interacticn and perception are seen as coterminous. The em-

phasis on interaction and interrelationship asserts a "dynamic systems" approach

to commnication. . .

<

But, as with constructivism, coorientation-l analysis har not been extended
to th; organizational domain. It has enjoyed both theorstical and methodolog-
ical refinement over the past several years (see, for example, Carter, 1965;
Chaffee, 1967a, 1967o; Chaffee & McLeod, 1968; Pearce & Stamm, 1973; Scheff,
1967; Stamm & Pearce, 1971, 197h; Wackman, 1971). However, those elabora-
tions and refinements have remained outside the manggement and administrative
science commﬁnities. Despite the relevance of coorientational analysis to many
issues pertinent to organizations and organizational communicatipn, literally

no work has been done in that area.’ !

Conclusion

Review of application of General Systems Theory to management and adminis-

trative science reveals that Peery (1972, 1975), F. Thayer (1972), and Kast.

- and Rosenzweig (1972) are correct in their assessment. Applications of GST do

enphasize consensus, growth and hierarchy while showing little appreoiatiou
for diversity or alternative structural guidelines. Further, t is evident
that at least some portion of the problem may be attributed to the perspective
vhich has been adopted toward communication. That perspective encourages the
acceptance of consensus and hierarchy as norms of organizational functioning
by failing to fully recognize and contend with individual differences in per-
caption and interpratation of thé organizational cystem.

An alternative approach to mechanistic analysis of rrganizatioral com-

sunication does, however, exist. By adopting a constructivist-coorientational

20
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Qiewpoint, the general systems theorist may extend the dictates of a holistic
anglysis and open system perspective (basic to the GST paradigm) to the anal-

ysig of interaction within a system. Consensus is not assumed, nor would be

| ' diversity. Instead, such an analysis would be used to determine which cir- . 1
cumst;ﬂ;e érevails in the'system under scrutiny. Both the thcoretical basis

and the mcthodolégy exist for such an analysis within an organizational sys- .
teﬁ; In many cases, organizational theorists have already recognized the need

for its implementation. As of yet, however, organizational communlcation is

i still viewed explicitly or implicitly as isomorphic with electronic communica-

;: tion. That analogy continues to result in an analysis which assumes consensus

| and respects ; hierarchical (almost dictatorial) structure as a "goal" of open ,

systen orgar.izations,

-
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