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It is suggested that coliege administrators? actions
do not necessarily\need to follow from what they say. Assumptions of\
rigidi¥y of organizations; heterogeneity.of managers, clarity of .
objectives, and instrumentality of action are viewed as i1nconsistent
with -experience and tending to lead-theorists astray. Modifications
in assumﬁtiops of management are suggested by examining ghnange, clear
goals, managers and managerial incentives, and instrumentality in
- -administrative life. The following conclusions are made: (1) .
Organizations chafige routinély and continually, and the effectiveness
of an-ofganization's management ahd response to its environment is
linked to the effectiveness of routine processes. As a result, much
of the 'job of an administfator involves the mundane work of makaing a
bureaucracy work. (2) Some of -the standard dicta that managers should
define and pursue clear objectiVes need to .be qualified by a,

.recognition that tlarity is sometines a nistake and ambiguous
", preferences may be suitable. (3) well-fnpctionigg organizations -

persistently produce a supply of nearly, indistinguishable good )
managers and nmotivdte managers to push themselves to the_ limit. (4)
Adnministrators manage the way the sentinments, expectations, — -~ .
- comnitnents, and faith ‘of individuals concerned with the organization
fit ‘into a structite of sécial beliefs about organizational life. ! -
Administrators can affect organizations through their effect on the
yorld views that surround organizational life. (CC) .
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. The David D. Henry Lecturcships in Educational Administration are
endouc(l by gifts to the University of Hlinols Foundation in reccynis
tion of Dr. chr) s conmbunons to the administiation of higher cdu-
cation, including his career as president of the University of Illinois
from 1935 untilv1971. The lectures are intended to focus upon the
study of the orgamzanon', structute, or administration of higher educd-
tion, as well as its practice. Selectionof persons to present the lectures,

, s the responaxbxhty of the chancellors of the three campuses of the

" University. Presentation of. the lectures is. alternated among the cam-

~puses on an annual basis.
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’ The seventh David D. He ry Lecture by a ]eéding scholar QQ\(\%aniza- \

. tional theory, James G. Mprch, titled. “How We Talk and HowWe Act: -
-~ Adumipistrative Theory ajd Administrative Li e,” continues the tradi-

tion established in 1972 ‘of an annud presentationof current knowied 'é,‘ ‘L

- apadysis. and interpretation of the administration of higher education. -
This lecture is of particular interes! to current , administrators of 3.
cor.np]ex ganizations, especian'y colleges and universities; prj‘ncipa(is -

« and superintendents of schoo]‘z,ma'y alse find the ]ec}ure and the discus-
sion useful. . ‘ ’

- ° . - © ) ‘
’ ~ March arh Michael D. Cohen concluded in Léadership and Am- )
* biguity (1974)~that colleges and universities have unclear purposes and . L

goals which contribute to ambiguous administrative behavior. In.other
. words, they, did not ohserve that a_rational administrative model was
being folloived when they studied administrative behavior in forty col- .
}egés and univérsities. Theyiargued thaione bf the major reasons for this’
finding is the lack of agreément among the various constituencies on the J
purposes and goals of the institution. March argues that the individual - ) N
« administrator is not a major factor in the effectiveness of an educa- .
. tional institution because any of.the “qualified” applicants would be
.o _a{l,)sutequally effective, : - P
* . . Inthis paper, March’claims that effective administrators have two
: distirfg't types of behavior:” talking and acging; and that the fvays in
* - which adninistraors act doonot necessarily need to follow from what . - -
they say. He provides an esplanationy if not a justification, for what ..
I suspect most effective leaders usually do when they make symbolic

-

' Rublic statements which appeal to and support the commonly accepted
.~ institufional values and later practice *¢xchange” theory; that is, “doing -
# - "what scems tobe possible under the cirrent circtimstances. ' x A ) )
" March. also introduces the cencepgof administrative density h& a '

way of explaining the differences in quality administration in orgarrigg-
tions, He does not argue that administration and administratbrs are not
- . important, but the does believe that current screening and selection

.
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" practices make it probable that any of those who make the “‘short list"™
~ate hkely to be about equally effective. He does not accept the “great
'man” theory.

One may not :;gee‘mth the conclusions of \Ia‘gch about the ways
in which administrgtors of colleges and universities bcha\e but prac-

txcmg administrat 1II be able to sleep more soundly w ithout wOorry-
ing about the seer ‘discreparicy between their speeches and their
“ actions ‘on a particular decision! - -

T his paper.and the ac (_ompan)mg dxalogrue raise a lua]ur p'hllo-
sophical issye ab})ut the appropriate behavior of leaders. It is a major
and timely z.ddmon to the scholarship of hlgher education. *
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Ernest B, Anderson
Editor ’ :
Associate Professor of Higher Education .
University of Illmols at Urpana- ('ham[)azgn
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Becausethe progrargcontains a detailed biography of Pfoft/a_ssor James
G. March, I would like to mention. just two things: one, although Dr.
March deals in administrative theory, he is not without administrative
practice. Indeed, he was.fou‘nding dean of the School of Social Sciences, -

', University of California at Irvine, and served in that position for six

“yeats. Two, at the time that he was there, our former chancellor, Jack
Peltason, iwas vice-chancellor at Irvine; and Jim tells me that he
knows Jack rather well‘and has wortked with him., Indeed, our speaker,
as you~yill note, was initial!y a political scienti§t who has strayed at
least & Jittle away from thatarea. To me, perhaps the most interesting
aspect of his work is Leadership and Ambiguity. Not only did I enjoy

. the book, I enjoyed the title because it seems quite clear that teadership
is highly ambiguous and administration certaj ly falls in that category.

. Our speaker has a distinguished career #hd has published” widely
in his field. We are delighted to have Professor James G. March from
Stanford Universitg to‘give this seventh Annual David D. Henry #ec- ¢
ture, “How We Talk and How We Act: Administrative Theory and .

- Administrative Life.”

- . &

{
John E. Cribbet )
Chancellor < o~
Univefsity of Hllinoisat U rbana{Glxém}zaﬁg}//
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: How We Talk and How We Act: .
" - " Administrative Theory and Administrative Life*
. . , . ~ oy .

!
v

. . By James'G. March >
. Metrill Professor of Management .
Sganford Utiiversity

o N

. i

v <t . . e
It isa special pleasure for me to be here today. Although 1 have lived
longer in California than anywhere else, and California life ynques-
tionably agfrees with me, I Amy by birth, Jrearing, and instincts-a’ mid-
Westemir with the usual midwestern prejudices. So I am glad to be
back. It'is particularly a pleasure to be asked to give the David D.

Henry Letture. - b v

As a faculty, member,' I know how dangeroug it is to praise ad-

. inistratorsyin their own organizations. Administration is the art of.
disappoinging people, and those who have been disappointed do not ,
always see adfhinistrative beauty in*their tormentors ; but it seems to
me\Jhat the Uhiversity of Illinois has Been fortunate in ‘having several
‘sentior administkators in retent years Who have combinéd administra-
tive skill with academic values and a commitment to scholarship. The
combination has allowed them both to be administrators and 1o write:
about administratipn with grace and ‘distinction. I think particularly,

+ of David Henry, Ja k' Peltason, and Jack Corbally. To talk aboyt the
felation between administrative leadership and administrative thought
in an institution with'such a distinguished history of b(}ﬂ is an honor
for me. A ) ) :

D — ‘ .

*This paper was given as the David D, Henry Lecture on Administfation at
the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, September 25, 1980. It is
based, in part, on work done jointly with Michael Cohen, Martha Feldman,
Daniel Levinthal, James C. March, and Johan P. Olser, and supported. by
grants fromt the Spencer Foundation, the National Institute of Education,
and the Hoover Institution. - !
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I am,not an administrator. I belieye I am ‘only the second person
without experience as a college president to be invited to deliver the
David D. Henry Lecture. I am a student of organuatlons and admin-

~istration, and it is from that point of view that tilk.. Nevertheless. 1
- . _hope that some comments from the ivory tower may be marginally
_useful to the real world of administration. Students of organizations

» 7 is spent talking to people*in administrative roles, recording their be-
. havier. and trying to desvelop descriptions of organizational life that

fit conimon administrative experiences into g larger metaphor of organi-,

zational theory. As best we can, we try to mch sense of what we sce.

are secretaries to pcople who live in organizations. Much of our time ’

Making sense of organizational life is compllcatcd by the fact.

that organizations exist on two levels. The first is the level of action

o where we cope with the environment we face; the second is the Jevel

T of interpretation where we fit our history into an understanding of

. life. The level of action is doprinated by experience and learned

routines. the level of intcrprcm’é:l is domminated by intellect and the
metaphors of theory. Ordirary administrative life 45 a delicate com-
kination of the twg levels, \’Ianag,crs act. They maké deécisions, estab-
lish rules. issue directives. At the same tlme, they interpret the events
« they see. They try to understand their own Y behay i ior, s well as that of
others, i térms of theories that they (and others) dccept. They try to
present themselves in understandable, even favorable, terms. They try
to improve the way they act by.contemplatmg its relation to the way
- they talk, and they’try to modify their talk by considering how they act.
“The process has elegance, but it alto has traps. The interweaving

of experience and theory often makes it difficult for the student of

. ‘ administration to disentangle the events of organizatiqnal life from the

v theories about those events which participants ha\:&%‘hﬂw:l\nter-

- wea\mg compllcates the ways in ywhich administrators learn from their

- expenenoe to improve their organizations. I want to explore some

. * aspects. of those complications today. My intentions are not grand. I
want to talk about some parts of administrative theory and administra-
- tive life, about the implication$ df recent thinking on organizations,
N and partxc.ularly about the posslblllty that some of our administrative
precepts — the way we talk——may sometimes be less sensible than

. - a  sour administrative behavior X the way we act.

. o Classical perspectives on administrative leadership are rich enough
and varied enough to make anyﬂeffort to describe them in broad terms
ill-informed. Nevertheless, there is a relatively standard portrayal of
organuanons and their leaders that is easily recognized and is implicit _

: in.most of our admmlstratne .theories. -Without attempting to repre-

sent those theories in'a comprehensive way, I want to focus on four

y
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assumptions of administrative thought that are 1’mportant both to con-
temporary administrative action and to recent research on administra-
tive life : . . ) N
Assumption 1: The rigidity of organizations. In the absence of decisive
and imaginative action by. administrative leaders, organizations resist
change. R

Assumption 2: The h'eterogeneity of managers. Top managers vary

substantially in their capabilities, and qQrganizatidns_that identify and
reward djstinctively able administrative leaders prosper.”

. Assumption 37 The clarity of objectives. Intelligent administrative-

action presupposes clear goals, precise plans, and unambiguous criteria .

;for evaluatien. ..

Assumption 4: The instrumentality of action. The justification for ad-
ministrative action lies in the substantive outcomes it produces.

. . - ~ L) ’
These assumptions permeate both our writings and our talk-about *

“organizations and administration. Although it £ certainly possible to
find counterexamples in the literature, they are part of generally re- .

ceived administrative doctring. Morcover, they are not foolish. ‘They
reflect considerable good sense. One difficulty with them, however, is
that they appear to capture only part of our cxpcricr{cg. Most studies of
administrative life present a somewhat, different vision of administra.‘-
tive roles. Although there is a tendency for some biographers of par-
ticular leaders to surroynd administrative life with grandeur, most
studies and most reports from administrators present a different pic-
ture of what administrators do. Administrative life seems to be filled

" with minor things, short-time horizons, and seemingly pointless (and

endless) commitments. The goals of an organization seem to be un-
clear.and changing. Experience seems to be obscure. Life is filled with

- “events of little appafent instrumental consequence. The ways in which

administrative theory leads us to talk about administrative life seem to
be partially inconsistent with the ways in which wé have experienced
and observed it. . . R

Such an inconsistency is neither susprising nor, by itself, disturbing."
Tensions between theory and exprerierice are important sources of de-
velopment for both, But in this case, 1 think our theories lead us astray
in some important ways. In- order to examine that thought, I want to

- note some observations about organizational life drawn from regent

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

research. First, some observations about change; second, some observa-
tions about clarity; third, some observations about managers and man-
agerial incentives; and fourth, some observations about instrumentality
in administrative life. Taken together,” these observations suggest some
modest modifications in our #ssumptions of management. |
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Organizations and chango ¢
Recgnt literature on organizations often defails the ways that hopes
for change are frustrated by’ organizational behavior. The contiariness
. ._ of organizations in eonfronting sensible efforts to change them fills our )
- stories and our research. What most of those expetiences tell us, hBw-
. ever. is not that orfanizatidns are rigid and iiiflexible. Rather. they

picture organizations as inipressively imaginatiye. Organizations change
in responsé to their emironments; including their managements. but
. they rarely change’in a way that fulfills the intentional plan of a single
group of actors. Sometimes- organizations ignore clear policies: some-
. times they pursue them more forcefully than was intended. Sometimes’
they protect policymakers-from the follies of foolish policies. sopetimes
they. do not. Sometimes they*stand still when we want them to mave T
Sometimes they mos e when we want them to stand still. . .
Organizational tendencies to frustrdte arbitrary administrative in-
__tention. however, should not ke confused with rigidity. Organizations
- changa frequently. They adopt.new pr‘oduus. new procedures. new ob-
jectives, new postures, ngly styles. new Personnel. new beliefs. Even ina
« short perspective, the changes are often lagge. Some of them are
sensible : somé aYe not. Bureaucratic organizations ‘are not always effi-
cient. They'.can’ be exteptionally obtuse, Change is ubiquitous in
- organizations - and most change is the result neither of extraordinary
: “organizational processes or forces, nor of uncommon imaginali})n, per-
*"sistence, or skill. It is a result of relatively stable processes that relate
," organizations to-their enivirenments. Organizational ‘histories are writ- -
-, ten in dramatic form, and the drama reflects something important’
about the orchestration and mytholagy of organizational life; but sub-
*  stantial change fesubts easily from the fact that many of the actions®
by an organization follow standard rules that are conditional.on the
environment. If economic, political; or social contexts change rapidly.

. organizations will change rapidly and routinely. . .
v In such a spitit, recent. efforts to understand organizations 'as
routine adaptive systems emphasize six basic perspectives Yor inter=

'preting organizational action

. 1. Action can be seen as the application of standard operating )

. \ procedures or other rules to appropriat¢ gituations. The terms of refer-

. ence are duties, obligatians, and roles. The model is a model of evotu-

- tiopary selection. * -

. 2/ Action can be seen as problem solving. The terms of reference
are alternatives, consequences, and prefererices. The model is one of
intended rational choice. R - ¥
. 3. Action can be seen as stemming from past learning. The terms

{ ) ! ! 4
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of reference are :Iction_s and experiences. The model is one of uial and
ertor learning. o

+. Action can be geen as tesulting from conflict among individuals
or groups. The terms of seference are interesjs. activation. and re-
sources. The model is one of politics - bargaining and power.

5. Action ¢an be seeri as spreading from one organization to
another. The terms of reference are exposure and susceptibility. The
model is one of diffusion. ' E

6. Action can be seen as stemming from the mji( of intenitions and
competencics found in organizational actors, The ferms of reference
are attitudes, abilities, and turnover. ‘The model is one of regeneration.

These standard pracesses of organizational action are under-
"standable and mostly reliable. Nfuch of the time they are adaptiVe.
"Ifllolx’.fﬁcilitmg organizational survival. Sometimes organizations de-
cline, and sometinfes they die. Sometimes the cBanges that are pro:
duced secem little connected either to the intentions of organizational
actors or to the manifest pfoblems facing an organization. A propensity
to change docs hot assure survival, and the protesses of chinge are copn-
plicated hy a variety of confusions and ‘surprises. Solutions sometimes .
.discovet problems rather than the other way arcund. -Organizations
imitate each -other, but innovations and organizations chahge in the
procéss Environments are responded to. but they are Rso affected.
The efidrts of organizations to adapt are entangled with the simulta-
meous efforts of individuals and larger systems-of organizgtions. In these
svays, the same processes that sustain the .dull day-to-day, activities of
an organization produce unusual events. . .

These six perspectives portray an organization as coping with the
environment routinely. ‘actjvely adapting to it. avoiding it. seeking to
change-it; cof.ﬁprchcnd it. and contain it. Ag ‘orpganjmtion is néither

" unconditienally rigid nor unconditionally malleable: it is a relatively

complicated collection of interests and beliefs acting’.in response fo

“ confligting and a‘mbiguou;sighals received from the environment and
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“from the organization, acting’in a mgnner that oftgn makes sense and

wsually is intellizent. Organizations' evolve, solve problems, leam, bar-
gain, imitate, and regenerate. Under a variety of circumstances, the..
ﬁmres;cs "qré consgrvative. That is, they tend to maintain stable rela- -
tigns. sustain existing rulks, and reduce differences among similar -

organizations. But the funddmeiital logic is not one of stability in be-

havior; it is-one of adaptation. The processes are stable; the Yesulting
actions are not.. ) T . . .
.- O_rganizatiom) change routinely and continually; and the effective-
ness of ap organiZation in responding to its environment, as well as
h) | . +
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much of the effectis eness of mandgement, is linhed to the effectiveness
of routine=processes. As a result, much of the job of an administrator
involves the mundane work of making a bureaucracy work. It is filled
with activities quite distant from those implied in a conception of ad-
ministration as heroic leadership. It profits from ardinary competence
and a recognition of-the bvays in which organizations change by modest

_modifications of routines rather than by massive mucking around

Studies of managerial time and behavior consistently shoy an implicit
managerial recoguition of the importance of these actiyities. The daily
activities of a manager are rather distant from grand conceptions of*
organizational leadership. .Administrators spend time talking {o people
about minor - things, making trivial decisions, holding meetings with
Unimportant agendas, and responding to the little irritants of organiza-
tional life. Memoirs of administrators confirm the picture of a reward-

"ing life made busy by large numbers of inconsequential things.

* . These observations_describe administrative life as uncomfortably
distant from the precepts of gdministrative theory and from hopes for
personal significance. They have léd to efforts to change the ways
managers behave. Numerous training programs attempt to teach man-

. /agér§ to, bring their personal time allocation closer to the ideal. The}'

provide procedures designed to increase the time for decision making.
planning, thinking, and the other things that appear more characteristic
ol theories of 'Qdministm{imf than of adnministrative jobs. These cfforts
may be mistakes. Making buteaucracy work involves effectiveness in
executingaJarge number of little things. Making bureaucracies change
involves attention to the minor routines by which things happen. Rules
need to bé understood in order to be interpreted or broken; simple
breahdopnspin the flow -of supplies need to be minimized; telephones
and letters need toxbe answered, accounts and records' need o be
maintained. ¢ . . - :

The imf)ort‘ahpe of simple competence in the routines of organiza-
tlonal life is often overlooked when we sing the grand arias of manage-
ment, but effective bureaucracies arg rarely dramatic. They are ad-~
ministrative organizations that require elementary efficiency as a
necessary condition for quality. Efficiency as a toncept has been sub-
ject to considerable sensible criticism on the grounds that it is either
meaningless or misleading if we treat it independently of the objectives
being pursued. The point is well taken as a critique of the “cult of
efficiengy,” but it is much too simple if we take it as an assertion that

all, or eden most, efforts in an administrative organization need n clear

P

’

PR

specificatipn of global goals to be done well. An administrative organi-
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combinations, but much of the effeetiveness of the combination de-
« wyendson therelatively automatic, local correction of local inefficiencies -

* without continuous attention to the “bigpicture.” : T

\ Much of what distingufshcs a good bureaucracy from a badswpe i§

* how'well it accomplishes the trivia of day-to-day relations with clients
and day-to-day problems in maintaining and operating its technology.
Accomplishipg these trivia may involve considérable planning, complex

. coerdination, and <central direction,’ but'it is mgre commonly linked
. 10 the effectivenes of large numbers of people doing minor things com-
" petently. As a result, it is probably true that the conspicuous differences
around the world i the quality of bureaucratic performance are due
. primarily ta variance. in the competence of the ordindry clérk. bureau-
" crat, and lower manager, and t6 the effectiveness of routifie procedures
for'glealing with problems at a local levels This appears to be true of
« armies, factories, postal services, hotels, 2nd universities.
. % L . .
N .. “
. Organ'izations and ambiguous preferences
N < The} cfassical administrator acts on the basis of knowledge about objec-

_ tives. Goals are presumed to be clear — or it is presumed to be a re-
sporigibility of administration to make them clear. Adrpinistrativc life . ]
often seems to be filled swith ambiguous preferences and goals, and this '
becomes, particularlyconspicuous as @ne nears the top of 4n organiza-

, ion>Objectives*are hard, to specify in a way that provides precise

# guidance. That is not to say that they are.completely unknown or that
all parts are equally gbscure. Administrative goals are often unclear;
when ve try to make them clear, they often seem unacceptable.

. - Goal ambiguity is particularly troubling to a conception of rational
~administrative action, As e normally conceive-it, rational action in- .
volves two kinds qf gilesses: guesses about, future conseqyences and

X ‘guesses; about future preferences for those consequences. We try to
. ". "imagine the future outcomes that will result from our present actions,
i ar‘x’d we try to imagine how we will evaluate those outcomiés when they
occur. Neither guess is necessarily easy. Anticipating future’ conse-
quences of present decisions is often subject to substantial error. An-
ticipating future preferences is often confusing. Theories of rational ..
choice are primarily theories of these two guesses and how we deal
\ ith their complications.$Theories of choice under uncertainty empha-
size the complifations of guessinig future consequences. Theories of
choice lunder ambiguity emphasize the complications of guessi fut!fge

" preferences. . \/

-
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In standard prescriptive theoties of choice:

.

Prefercnces are rlevant. Presciiptive theories of choices1equite that
action be taken in terms.of preférences. that decisions be consistent
_with objectives in the light of information about the probablowgonse-
quences of alternatises for valued outcomes.

Preferanees ar r&mbl( With few (‘\(Cptlom, prcsnlpme theoties of
choice requie titit tastes be stable. Ciurrent action is ‘taken in termg of
curient preferences. ‘Fhe implicit assumption is that preferences will|
be anfianged when the vutcomes of current actions are realized.

Preferences arc comsistent. Prescriptive theories of choice allow mu-
tually inconsistent preferences.only msof‘u as they can be made irrele-
vanutby the absence of scarcity o1 by thc specification of traeoffs.

Preferences dre precuse. Prescriptive theories of choice climinate am-
biguity aboat the extent m‘\\hnch a’particular outcome will mmf\
preferenices, at least unofar ‘as Jossible rysolutions of ambwmt\ might
afféct the chojce. -

¢
« Preferences are cxogenous. Prest nptnc theories of choice presume™.
——that, preferences. by whatever process they may be created. are not
themselves affected by the choices they contxol

Fach of these theoretical features of proper: préfcrenccs seems in-
consistent with some observations of administjative behavior. Admin-
istrators often ignote their own, fully conscious preferences in makil
decisions. They follow rules, traditions, hunches, and the adV
actions of ojlcrs Preferences often change over time in such a way
that predicfng future preferences is often difficult. Preferences are

. often inconsistent. Managers and others in ‘orgahizations are often.
aware of the extent to which some of their preferences conflict with
others of their preferences, yet they do nothing to resolve the conflict.
\Lmy preferences are stated informs that lack precision. It is difficult
to make them reliably operational in evaluating p0551ble outcormes.
While preferences, are used to choose among actions, it is often also
true that actions and experiences with their consequences affect pref-
erences. Preferences dre determined pqrtly endogenously. '

It 'is possible, of course, that such portrayals of administrative®

. bchavier are pcrwr«re They may be perverse bccause they systeur- _
atically misrepresent the actual behavior of admnmstrators or they
may be peryerse becauge the administrators thcy describe are, insofars

as the dcsc:%tlon appiies; stupid. Tt is also possible &mt the description ;
is accurate and the behavjon is intelligent, that the ambiguous. way *
administrators sometimes deal with preferences ds, in fact, sensible If.
such a thing can be imagined, then perhaps we treat preferences in-.

adequately in administrative, theory. ‘

’
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The disparity betsweén administrative objectives, as they appear in .
administrative theory, and.admipistrative objectivés, as We observe
thein in organizational life, has led to efforts to “improve” the way ad-
ministrators act. These charactesistically emphasize the” importance *
of*goal clarity and of tying actions clearly to ‘prior objectives. Deviations
from the goal precision apficipated by decision theory havé been
treated as errors to be corrected: The strategy has led to important
advances in management, and: it has had its successes, But it alsp has
had failures. Syories of .disasters attributable to the introdugtion of
decision te(;hno;ogyc are clichés of retent administrative experience, .

As a result, students 8f adr}ﬁrfistrative theory have been Jed to -
ask whether it is possible that goal ar’i)bizéuiiy‘ is not always a defect
to be eliminated from administration, whether perhaps it may some-
times.reflect a form of intelligence that is obscured, by our models of
rationality. For example, there aré good reasons for moderating an
enthusiasm for precise performance ~measure} in organizations. The
introduction of precisich inte the evaluation of pRrformance Juavolves
a trade-off between the gains in outcomes attributable to closer articu-*
lation between action and measured objectives and the losses at-
tributable to misrepresentation of goals, reduced motivation for de-
velopment of goals, and concengration of effort on‘ﬂ'r.ele\;ant_,yays of

* beating the index. Whether we arevconsideripg a performance evalua-
tion scheme for managers or a testing procedure for students, there is

likely to be a difference, between the maximum clarity of goals and .
the optimum clarity, N = R
The (‘omplim@fonnancc measures, are, however, only -
. an illustration of the general issue of goal ambiguity in administrative
action. In order to exar\ine the more general issue, we probably need
. to ask why 4n intélligentNadministrator might delibefately chogse {or
sepsibly learn)«to have ambiguous goals. In fact, rationalizing am-
biguity is heither’ difficult nor novel, but it depends on perspectives_
somewhat more familiar to human ufiderstanding as it*is found-in
literature, philosophy, and ordinary experience than s we see it in
our theories of administration and choice. For example:
C. i:\lany administrators engage in activities desifned to manage their
“own preferences. These activities make little sensc4lom the point -
of view of a_conception of action that assumes administrators know
“what they want and will want, or a conception that assumes wants
are morally ecqyivalent. But ordinary human actors sense that _they
might come to %nt something they_should™not, or that they might
make unwise or-appropriate choices under the inﬂum}t of fleeting,
but powerful, desires if they do not contfdl {he development of
preferences or buffer action frtzm f)rcfcrcnce:g;

.o ’
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> .Many administrators are both proponents fo?prcfcrcnccs and
observers of the process by which preferences are developed and
« acted upon.’As observers of the process by which their beliefs have :
been formed end ¢gked, they recognize the good sense in perceptual
awd moral modesty. .
" Many administrators maintain a lack of coherence hoth within .
) ;,./' and among personal desires, social demands, and moral codes.
'I'}ngh they seek some consistency, they appear to «fk inconsistency
as a normal, and necessary, aspect of the developtnent and clarifica- |
tion of values. .
Many. administrators are conscious of the importance of prefer-

.~ They actept a degree of personal and social wisdom in ordinary

- hypocrisy.
. . . Marly administrators recognize the polmcal nature of rational
argyment more clearly than the theory of ghoice does. They are un-
. willing to gamble that God made clevgr people uniquely virtuous.
- They.protect themselves from cleverness by ol?urmg the nature
‘ of their prcfcrenccs, they exploit cleverness by asking others to con-
fs e struct reasons for actions they wish t6 take. 7 .

If t?cse characteristics of ambiguous preferences processing by
administrators make sense under rather general circumstances, our

. Jmmxstratne theories based on ideas of clarity in objectives do nat
make as much sense.as we sometimesgattribute to them. Not enly are

they descriptively inadequate, they lead to attempts to ,clanfy things

. that serve us better unclatified. Some of our standard dicta that man-
+ agers should define and pursue clear objectives need to be qualified by

a recognition that clanty is- sometnm‘es a mistake.

.

N v

' ‘Otganizations, managesial ambitions, and managerial incentives .

-

#"  In most conceptions of administration, administrators are assumed to

; " be ambitious for-promotion; position, and success. Managerial incen-
( . \ tive schemgs are efforts to link such personal ambitions of managers
N with the goals of thé organization so that the be‘hauor of self-interested

managers contributes to achieving organizationial objectives. As you «

move toward the top of an orgamzatxon however, some things happen

" __ that_confuse ambition. Promotions are filters through which-successfwt
managers pass. Assummg that all promotions are based on similaf at-_

tributes, eagh successive filter T\Qher.rcﬁnes the pool, reducmg varia-

.ot tion among managers. On attributes the organization considers
F - 1mportant vice-presidents are likely to be’ significantly more homo-
geneous than first-level managers. In addition, as we move up the

~. organization, objectives' usually become more con?ctmg and more

.
' »
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ambiguous. Exactly what is expected of a manager sometimes sebm
obscure .and changing, and it becomes hardgr to attribute specific
+outcomes to specific managerial actions.

Thus, as we move up the organization, evaluation procedures be- '

come less and less reliable, and the population of managers becomes

more and more homogeneous. The joint result is that the noise level

in evaluation approachts the bariance in the pool of managers. At

the limit, one yice-président cannot be reliably distinguished from

another japd quality Istinclions among top executives, however con-

sistent with their records, gre less likel o be justified than' aistinqions

made at a lower level. Toward the tog,’otf an drganization, It is difficult
to know unambiguously that a particular manager makes’a difference, *

Notice that this is not the same ag stggesting that management is un-
important. Management may“be extremely important even though
managers are indistinguishable, It is hard to tell the difference ti

tween two different light bulbs also; but. if you take all light bulbs

- away, it is difficult to read in the dark. What is hard to demonstrate
is the extent to which high-performing managers, (or light bulbs that

endure for an exceptionally g::ng' time) are something more than one

. extreme end of a probability distribution of results generated by es-
sentially equivalent individuals. LT . L

Because it has such Properties, a mobility system in an organization

is a hierarchy of partial lotteries in which the expected values of the

lotteries increase as we move up the organiZation, but control over their
outcomes declinés. Of Course, if the objective is to recrujt ambitious

and talented people into managément, it may not matter- whether po-
tential managers are able to control outcome precisély, ‘as long as the
expected values of the games are highér thar® other opportunities.

- - Ambitious people will seek such careers even 1If they believe ~ which
they may "not — that the outcomes are chance. Whag is less clear is
. exactly what'kind of managerial behavior will.be stimulated by man.’

- agement lotteries. v ' BN N

+* . _At the heart of. managerial promotion and reward scheme is”
ofmally some measure of ‘managerial performance. Managers are

' seen as improving organizatibnal outcomes by trying“to improve their
7" . Jown measured performance, but every index of Aperfd%:n'ce is an

4

. . invitation to:cleverness. Long before. hing the: top, A intelligent %

v

manager leamns that some of the mord effective ways ofNimproving¥
«measured performance have 'little ‘to do with improving’ product, ’
— . __service, or_technology. A system of rewards linked to precise measures
, is not an incentive to. perform. well; it is an incentive to*obtain a good
scorc. At the same time,since managcefs ate engaged in a lottery in
which it is difficult to associate specific ouicomes witlh specific ‘man-

.
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+ .agerzal behavior, it becomes important4o be able to say “I did the
things a good ‘manager should do.” We develop a language for de-¢
suribing good managers and bad ones,.and individual managers are
able to learn sogial-norms of management.*Not all managets behave
i evactly the sarhie way. but they all learn ghe language. expec tations,
and slqus.,'l'lnc§' are socialized into inanageriad roles. :

These analyses of the conseqdences of managerial incentives 2
top seem inconsistent with' the way we talk about leadership”in o1
gamzations. In effect, we now have two contending theoties ofl ho¥
<hings happen in organiztions. The fust is considerably influenced by
.staries of great figures — Catherinesthe Great, Bismarck, Alred Sloan

. and elaborated by the drama of success and failure of individuals
m bureaucratic settings. It portrays administration m elativefy heroic
ways Such portrayals lead us jo dttribute a large share of the variance
in organizational outcomes§ to spp(ifxl properties of specific individual
managers. They- are comfortably reassuring it the major rtole they
assign to administrative leadership. but they seem to desc¢ribe a world
sgather ‘far from achministrative experience or research.

“he second theoty (flled with metaphors of loose coupling.
organized anarchy, and garbage can decision processes) seemns to de-
scribe administrative 1edity better, butait a uncomfortably
pessimistic about the significance of administratoms. Indeed. it seems
potentially pernicious even if correct. Consider two general types of
errors a manager might make in assessing the importance of intentional
actions in controlling organizational outcomes. A manager might come
to believg in considerable personal control over outcomes when, in fact.
that controf does not exist. A “false positivc’l error, Such abelitf would
lead to (futilg) attempts to control events, but it Would not otherwise
affect results. Alternatively,” a manager might cSme to believe that
significant personal control is not possible when, in fact, it is. A “false
negative” error. Such a belief would lead to self-confirming withdrawal
from efforts to be" effective. Either type of error is-possible; but the
social costg of the first seem sinall, relative to the second. Given a
choice, we would generally 'pfefer to err on the side of making false
positive errors in assessing human significance, rather than false nega-
tive errors. ' )

Perhaps fortunately, organizational life assures a managerial bias
tdbward beli¢f in managerial importance. Top managers‘are not dan-
dom managers; they arg successful managers. They rise to the top on
the basis of 3 series of successful experigpces. We know that individuals
often find it éasy to believe that successes in their lives are attributable
to tl{eir_ talents and choices, while failures are more due tobad luck or
malevolence. Promotion to the top on the basis of successes at lower
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. levels results in top level executives helies ing in the possibility ofjsub- -
— stantial intentional control over organizational events. Fven though -
. their experiences might have led managers to such beliefs ettoneously, - -
,*managerial experience is likely to be subjectively very pesuasive. In - -
effect, the system of managerial mobility is designed to make managers
nuch thore resistant to false beliefs in impoterige than to false heliefs .
in control, Administrative experience, as well as managerial self-cstgem, Lo
will usually give managers a greater sense of personal tinportance and — .
Tiqueness than the second-theory suggests. .ol
In fact. there is a third theory: dnd $t-is probably closer to the -
uth-than eithez of the others. Inuthis third view. managers dga
*+ the ways in which o1ganizations function, But as a result of the Pyocess -
by which managers are selected. motivated.. and. trained. varitions
. - in managers do not reliably produce vaiiations in organizationad 6ut-
. comes. In such a conception, a(h'pinistm'tors are vital as a §lass but
. “not as individuals, Administration. is important, and the many things ¢ - .
w  toadminstraton do are essential to heeping the orgapization function-

« Ing. but if thesg vital things aie only done when there is an unuswally -
‘gifted individual 2t the top. the organization will not thrive. What
makes an organization function well is the dettsity of administrative R
competence, the kind of selection procedures thatt make all vice-presi- , .
dents look alike from the point of. view-of their probable success. and , - —
the motivation that leads mandgers to push thémselves to the limit. . ®

Earlier, T used the analogy of a light bulb. I think it is a good .,° .
~ _ analogy. If the manufattyre of light bulbs is so unreliable ‘that only a - .
few actually work, ypu will not be able to do much reading. On the - .
other hand, if light bulbs are reliable, you cap read whenever_you want ...
to, but vou won’t much are which light bulb you Wfe. One problem
with some conventional administrative théught is that it encourages —
* us to glorify an organizationsthat finds the unique working light bulb %
«in a large shipment of defective’ bulbs! rather than an organization
. that pérsistently produces a supply of nearly in'd‘istinguishable good ~,
. ~ bulbs. It is the lattér organization that functions better.
D | 3 . . -
oy SO ~ ‘ ’ - -’ .
Organizations, rituals, ‘and symbols ~ e

\4 “

1’ - —
» S Administrators and administrative decisions allocate scarce resousces w
. and are thereby of considerablesocial and individual impertance, but * o= 7

.. . . . ‘ . . . . 4
. decisions in organizations and the adminisgration. of therg rare im- . L.
. portant beyond their outcomes. Fhey are also arcnas for cxor((l‘%irtg - o
- 4.y - . L. . .. o £ _
. N social values, for displaying-authority anchos:t.’lon, and for ekhibiting
L] .
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proper behavior and attitudes with respect: to a central videological
construct of niodern Western civilization - - thé conicept of intelligent
choice. Bufcaucratic organizations_are built on ideas of ratidnality,
and rdtionality is built on ideas Fbout the way decisions should be made.
Indeed, it would be hard to find any institution in modemn society
more prototypically committed to systematic, rational action than a
formal organization. - . "

Thus, administmti\Z‘/Il(tinn in an organization is a performangc in
which administrators try fo behave in a normatively praiseworthy way
Making intelligent decisions is important, but the verification of in-
telligence in decision makirig is often difficult.sAs a “resul: it often
becomes heavily procedural. Far example, in {he usual scendrior for
adniinistrative performance, the gathering of information is not simply
a basis for action', it is a representation of competence and a reaffirma-
tion of personal virtue. Command of information and infonnatioﬁ:y
sources enhances perceived competence and inspires confidence., The
belief that more information charactcn'zes/ﬁbcttcr decisions anfedé? o
fensible decision processes engenders a_conspicuous consumpfion of
information. Information is flaunted Fh not ysed, collected but not
considered. . . & T

Ideas about proper adm}istra'ti\&belm\ ior diffuse througli apop-*
ulation of organizations and change over time. What makes a partichlar
_procedure appropriate for one manager is that it js being used in "¢
other successful organizations by tother successful managers.. What
makes an ‘gdministmti\c innovation new, and promising is that it has
been adopttd by other organizations tha% are viewed as beinf intelfis ", -
gently innovative. Managerial p’roccduxl\es spread from successful ¢

selves as equivalent to the former, and the yignal a particulargrocedurg

- organizations tQ unsuccessfl ones, as thz}latter try to present them- ** ‘

.provides is gradually degraded by its adoption by organjéations that-
ting the inf -

are not “well-managed” or “progressive,” thus stim
vention of new procedures. T YL
This competition among managers and organizatiens for legitt-

e

» -

macy and standing is endless. As ‘managers attempt to ¢stablish and o

maintain reputations through the symbgls of good management, social
values are sustained and elaborated. For symbols™of "administrative
competence are, of course, symbols simu]tpneously of socizl efficacy.
Belief in_tlie appropriateness of administrative actjons, the process hy
which they are taken, 4nd the roles played by the various attors in-
volved is a key part of a sotial structure. It is not only ix_r}purént to
decision makers that they be viewed as legitimate; it is also useful fo,
socje}y that leaders be imagined to control organizational outcémes and
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to act in a way that cdn be feconciled with a sense of human®control .

. - - ll
o over human destiny. .. . .
' / Ritual acknowledgement of managerial importance and ap- .
.- propriateness is part of a social cerefiony by which social life is made , i

meaningful and acceptable uder conditions that would otherwise =
be problematic. For example, managerial capabilities for controlling
events are likely te<#e more immediately obvious to managers than to Ty
others in”the organization. Since miost of the managefs with whom
managers must deal are themselvés successful managers, the problem-
is somewhat concealed from daily managerial experience. Many of - <«
the people whom we see in administratiop, particularly in a growing
organization, are people who sec themselves as successful; but there =~
are others, {ess” conspicuous, who do not derive the same prejudices 7
from t%i:ir own experience. So, we construct various myths of manage-
ment. The same mobility process that encourages top managers in a
belief in“heir own ' coritrol over events tends to teach somg others .
that managerial duccesses and the events associated with them are
more due to luck or corruption.” ' ;

* "*  The stories, myths, and rituals.of management arg not mcréiy a
way some people fool other people or a waste of time. They are funda-
mental to our lives. We embrace the rythofogies and symbols of life
and ¢quld not otherwise easily endure. ‘Executive~behavior and man- )
agement procedures. contribute to myths. about mfanagement that be-

: ’ ine the reality of marfagerial life and reinforce a befief in a human .
destiny subject. t6 intentional human dontrol. They may not be es- , .
B sential to such belief — it isireinforced in many subtle ways through-
. * out society — but executive ridials and executive life are parts of that
large mo@ic of mutually supporting myths by which an instrumentgl
socicty brings hope and frustration to individudl livgs. Since managerial .
Jiﬁ::als are importaht to our faith, and our faith is important to the
v functioping of organizations as well as the broader, social and political
» order, ‘these symbolic activities of administration are central to its ~, - .
. success, c o
. '.1/ M . . ’ o ohtvg
g Most administrators, seem ambivalent about symbol management.
I ,° On the one hand, they recognize that they spend ctnsidcrab]e time
. trying to sustain beliefs in_the intelligence, coherence, impertagce, and
"~ uniqueness of their organfzations (and themselves). At the same time, =
- +* however, they seem 'to view the activity as either somewhat i]lcgiti ate
. ', or asan impositfon bn more important things —such ag decjsig¥mak- -,
) L ing, directing, or coordinating. They trcat the rituals of administration
as nécessary, but they talk about them as a waste of time,
Partly, of coiirse, the ambivalence is itself socially dictated. In a
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society that emphasizes insfrumcntalit) as much,as Westein socigty
does, leaders would be less acceptable if they were to achnowledge the
ritual activities of their jobs as central, One of their kcy symbohu
1esponsibilities is to maintain an ideology that denies the-legitimacy of
smbol maintepance. Thus, they tend to do it but to deny they do it,
or to bemoan the fact that they must do it. It is a careful dance along
a narrow beany, and there is the possibility of mugh geaee in it. But the
elezance of the dance probbly depends on a fine modulation between
talh and action, as well as some administrative consciousness of the
. ‘meaning of the d.uuc »In order to achieve that consciousness, we
* probably weed to rcuwm/c the ambivalence and tu encourage .xdmm-
« Btrdtors tov 5o, liow the activities in which- they partidipate are an -
Ls\mltldl part of a larger social 1itual b) which-they, as.well as others in
society: reaffirmi purpose and order in a potcntlally disorderly %orld.
Many, managers, oficourse, fecognize the many. elements of story-
teling by which they prcscnt theniselyes, Successful managers are
» wsually adept at managing their own nput.),tmns They know how to
m.umgc,;,)mbuls for that purpose. The self-servinlg l}h\l!l( tet of man-
« dgetial symbol manipulation is easily seen as unattractive, and few
wwould want to legitimize the self-aggrandizement and self-delusion
that are its cgollaties. Nor would many observess welcome an un-
conditional enthusiasm for using symbols to sustain the existing soc il
. order .m.unst all counterclaims, Critics of the establishment cannot
, be E\pcucd to embrace symbolic performances that hive as their
main consequence the reinforcement of an unacceptable social systeni.
, These reasonablé concerns about symbol mampn]auon "are re-
winders of its adnrinistrative importance. Life i is notafust choide. Tt is
also poetry. We live b) the llllCI])rLIJIIOHS we nrahe, Becoming better |
or worse tehmugh the meanings we impute to events.and 1nsthut10ns'
Our lives' change W when our beliefs change. Administrators thanage the
way the sentiments, expectations, commltmcnts, and fajths of individu- <
als concerned-with the orgqmmtlon fit into a structure of social beliefs
abolt grganizational life. Administrative thedwy probably underesti-
"mates the signifitance of ‘this belief structure for «effective organiza--w=
tions. As a result, it probably underestimates\the extent to which_the
management of sﬂnbols is a part of effective administration. If we
want to ldenufy one single way in which administrators can aﬂ'ect or-
gaunizations, i is through their effect on the, wotld views that surround
oaganuatnonal life; and those effects~are managed through "mcnuon
to the ritual and symbohc characteristics of organizatiops and their
.admmlstrauonu\'hcther we wish to sustain the system or change it
.« management is a way of making asymbolic statement. .
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Round theories and Mat cxpcriepce\\i o~

* = ¢
In general, these observations are not particularly surptising. In most
ways. they.are familiar to our ‘experience. They are less familiar, how-
ever, to the way we talk about administration. 1 have tiied to list four
emphases of administrative theory that seem to be relatively distant
from olir observations and experience: ‘ LY

First, the theoretical emphasis on change as produced by hervic
leader action and the cousequent emphasis on effectivencss ‘goal-
oriented action) rather than efliciency (goal-free actions), on leader-
ship rather than management. The theoretical rhetoric of change
" seetnis antithetical to toutitte, but T have argued ¥hat effectiz e systems
of routine behavior are the primary bases of organizatienal adapta-,
tion to an environment, . . ' .
Second, the th(-orotiqﬂi emphasis on problem- solving of a
classical sort in which alternatives are"assessed in terms of their con-
sequences for prior goals that are $tibre, precise, and exogenous. I
have arguid that many s’iluml'om\lma‘il\ministmtion involve goals that
are {and ought to be) al {bigupus. T .
Third, the theoretichl emphasis on_gaplaining variations in or-
ganizational outcomes 15| due to variations in top leadership skills
and comigment. T have largued that when an organizftional gystem -
is working well, variation$ in outeomes will be_due largely to vari-
ables unrelated to variations in attribates of top leaders. Where _top
leadershipr affects variation\in outcomes, the systém is probably not_
functioding well. :
' Fourth, the theoretical &mphasis on administrative actiop as in-’
strumental, as being justified by the-way it produeCJS.,.SNbstﬁfl’ti('c con-

. sequences .. for important outtomnes. I-have. arised that much of

administration is synibolic, a Avay of intérpreting organizational life
© 1 a way that allows indi(\'idun's in organizations to fit their experi-

ence to their visions of human existence. Administrative processes

are sacred rituals at least as mucly as they are instrumental acts.

If informed:opinion says thelearth is round but we experience it
as flat, we are iR, danger of having to choose betweeii our senses and
our intellect. If we ean. we want to discover behavior that is sensible
Put at the, same time confirms our conventicnial probity —in the face
of their apparent-inconsistency. The *usual wrocedure. of course, is
to talk about a round world and use a'flat map. In the case of the
map and the earth, we are confident enough of the round theory to be
willing to make a fairly.precise rationalization of the map~In other
cases, the issues are in gieater doybt. If you experience planning 2%
something you rarely do yet all th people you admirg report that it is
important, you might plausibly céme t& echo their comments withaut
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a clear understanding of why you.talk about planmng so much yct do
*it so little. . .

Like a gerson contemplating a naked émperor amidbt courtiers
eaclaiming over the royal clothing, an administrator must simulta-
neously act intelligently and sustain a reputation for intelligence. Since
theories of adminustration — and the talk that they generate - are part
of the basis for r¢putation, their distance from ordinafy admi’mstramc
experience pOS(/; problem For most administrators, the difficulties aré
.uot likely to be'seen as stemmmg frofn faflutes in administrative theory.
For wha£ T have called * admxmeratne-—theoxy is not some set of
esoteric/axiomns propagated by a few fugh priests of academe. Rathet, it
is an elaboration of very general. cultural beliefs about organizations,
_change, leadership, and administrativn. Most reasonable people accept
them with as muck confidence as tlrey accept the notiorrthat the earth
is round, even while at the same time finding 1hcm inconsistent with
important parts of’org’mn/ﬁ.uonal life. <~ . . .

The argument is not that administrative lhcory and administra- _

tive life-should coincide. In. gcncra] they should not. The ¢ iterion for
a good normative thegry is mot its dcscnpuve accuracy. \It is not
necessary that.the theory be correct, consistent, or even mpaningful
m comventional terms. It is not necessary that the theory rds ]ig

the difficult trade—of’fsﬂhat impinge on administrative’ life. ¥n most
,human domains, we ma{ntam the maxims of a good life by siolafing
them judiciously without claims of virtue, and we pursue godls we

* would not want to achieve in hopes thereby of bécoming better than

we are. For aur theories of administration to be useful in administra-
tive life, we require’ that pursuing (wuhout necessarily fulfilling) the
precepts of the theory improves organizations and administration. In
such a spirit, administrators may strugglc ta follow the precepts of ad-
ministrative thought, even though' they are impdssible, inconsistent,
or unmsc. Intelligent_administrators might well do such a thing in
f#1 consciousness, not in hopes of fulfilling the precepts — for they
would not want tp do that— but in hopes of acting in a‘better way
, than they would without the struggle. - M
Much of standard administrative ‘theory, mcludmg parts that have
long been criticized by, behay joral students of organizationg] seems to
me to meet such criteria. There are numerous elementary — but vital
—rules of thumb that helf~improve the manage ?mnt of an Orgamza-
tion when applied with intelligence, even thofigh they seem eit
tmnal or contradictory. For example the dictum that rganagets s ould
mnmmnze the span of control and minimize the numrger of levels in
the organization is obviously ndnsensical as a statement of an optimiza-
tion problem. It is, however, not foolish as a statement of contradictory
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complications in organizing. Many of the things that ancient texts on
administration say seem to me similarly §ensible -~ but. not all of
them. The fact that administrative theory, like a moral code, does
not have to be prima facie sensible in order to be useful should not -
lead us4o assume immediately that incomplete, incorlistent, or incor-
rect maxims are necessarily helpful. -

Sometimes our assumptions are wrong, and the worlds we ex-
perience as flat actually are, if not entirely flat, not entirely round .
either. Administrators who feel that their experience with the way or-
ganizations change, with ambiguity in objectives and experience, with
management inceritives and careers, and with symbolic,action are con-
sistent with the kinds of research observations I have noted may well
want to question conventional administrative thought’ and welcome
altérnative formulations. If these rescarch observations capture a part
of organizational truth, some of the apparently strange things that 4n
administrator does are probably more sensible than administrative
theory recognizes, and the struggle to fulfill the expectations of ad-
ministrative virtue my result in actions that are less intelligent than’
they would have been in the absence of administrative dogma. Some-

' times our theories are misleading, and the way we talk confuses the . /
way we act.

ERIC o
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. Responses, Questiohs, and Discigssion

John E. Cribbet, Chancellor at Urbana-Ch;unpaigr_i: Dr. March, we ‘

certainly thank you for a most interesting talk. There are several nem-

orable phrases in the specch which I am sure we shall remember from
. time to time. I particularly like the “madly mucking about” bit, but I

suppose, to stick to a prime analogy in your speech, that the next por-

tion of the program might really be called John Cribbet and his three
. light bulbs. You can judge ti_degree. of brightness or dimness of the

group as e proceed through th iscussion. To comment on the

talk, we have three individuals who will take a look at the speech fiom

" varying perspectives. First, we have a presidént of a university, then we .

' have a dean of a collegc, and finally we have a man at the apex, a pro-
fessor. Each will look at the problems from his particular viewpoint. I'm*
not going to make introductions, I think all of you know Dr. Ikenberry.
If you dor’t, you don’t belong in th'e room. I think most of you also '
know Dean Burnett of our College of ‘Education, and Lou Pondy, pro-
fesadt in the College of Commerce and Business &dminist}atiqn. We
shall turn first t6'Br. Tkenberry’s corhiments. R




\ . Response by Stanley O. Ikenberry »

‘ ) President, University of Illinois

' 1 should entitle my remarks “A Commentary.on the Hole iri the Apple
from the Perspectiyg: of the Worm.” “How We Talk and How We
. Act,” the title of your address, struck me as interesting. I reflected op
. my amazement this past year in how much of my time I have spent
\ doing the former and how little the latter.
. The theory of administration is, I suppose, like th€ theory of the
marketplace, a philosophy of life, or the theory of mgny other things.
ﬁog those imoblf(ed in the practice of administration |and involved in
li‘\\/ing and working in complex organizations, we seldom pause to
think that indeed there may be a theory that would help ‘explain cer-
tain of the frustrations that surround us each day. One of your great
gifts — not only to’ those in colleges and universities, but in complex
organizations of all kinds — is to cause us to broaden our horizons and
to become sensitive to the fact that indeed there may be a more ratiopal
.explanation to our lives than perhapsaye had earlier perceived.
1 took your earlier comments, ds you reviewed certain of the con-
.. ventional canons of admifistration, not to be outright rejection of
. those canons, but rather to represent an effort to go beyond them.
. This is the great contribution of your writing and is the stimulus that
' your_comments,give. Organizations indeed do resist change; they are
designed to resist change in order to provide stability of opgration from
+ day to day in the way human beings relate to each other. That organi-
» zations resist change, that leadership does make a difference, that or-
ganizations tend to do better when they have a sense of purpose, that
the end result doeg count — these four canons, it seems tp me, do retain
some thread of validity. ' , .
. You help us to understand the complexities of modern organiza-
tional life. The fact that the external environmentbmay be one of the
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more potent influences on an organization and on leagership is, I think,
very wéll illustrated by the past two or three decades in higher educa-
tion. One réflects on Dr. Henry’s career as president of the Unisersity
of Illinois in_terms of the growth and expansion of this University. In
the forésezable future, there will not be a comparable pcri/pd of grquwth .
' and expdnsion. This growth and expansion, I dare say, Dr. Henry, was
not brought about by any personal desire or drive on your part, but
rather was brought about by a set of*environmental forees. Had you set
out to resist them, you would have run into serious problems. The chal-
lenge was neither to create change nor to resist it. but to help the Uni-
verity adapt and respond. ’

Your statement that much of administration is filled with rther
unimportant and inconsequential events, Professor March, T found
«tetribly disturbing in your comments, and T have no idea w hat you are
talking about! When I recovered from personal offense, I stopped to
think that the way a computer func tions is not to ac hieve a single. grand
solution. It solves complex problems by making repeated, minute com-
parisons. To a certain extent, the art of administration is a series of
many small, discrete comparisons and decisions — any of which appears
to be insignificant - - and yet, when taken in the"aggregate, e entually i
takes on broader significance. ’ .

To be able to live with ambiguity and to be able to comprehend it
is one of the talents of administratign. And for you, sir, as a theorist
of administration, to articulate that principle does a great service for
all of us. ' .

Your caution against overly precise evaluation of administrative .
behavior is absolutely correct, ant I intend to review this with the
Board of Trustees'at the next meeting! You are correct, too, as you
remove some of the mythology from administration and place the
““great person” theory into perspective. I particularly liked your con-
cept of density, or depth of administrative talent, as being a more
7 satisfactory explanation for the quality of organizatfonal performance. .

In case you want documentation or a footnote to wour text, we have
had pne, of the best years in our history, and we did so while havying a
president who did not know his yay to the office, an acting chancellor,
an acting vice-chancellor for achdemic affairs, an acting vice-chancel-

- lor of research, an acting dean for the College of Liberal Arts and
Sciences, an acting dean of the College of Education, a new dean of
the College of Communications, and so forth. That the University of =~ -
INlinois should be able to survive, in spite of the Cribbets and'the Iken-
berrys and the Burnegts and others, is a case in point to document your
position.
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+ I conclude with a question. I ask: Do leaders lead? Do they lead
in the sense of influencing change, strengthening the sense of organiza-.
tional identity, in terms of helpintg the organization gain a collective
sense of reality, grasping*a sense of common purpose — ambiguous
though it may be, embracing a set of values — as tenuous as these may
be, and achieving a sense of well-being — as uneasy as it may be? Do
leaders lead in that sense, and if so, how do they do it within the con-
text of your conceptual-framework?
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LRI - (Y v N
. A B ’ ‘ R b
‘ Dean, College of Education R
- University of. Illinois at Urbana-Champaig{ .
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I wish to talk about a number of general gmpl:ﬁ?a/ which seem to_me *
to pervade Professor March’s paper andzhis apdl Michael D. Gohen’s

’

Jimportant volume, Leadership and Ambiguit)il . ) =
First;*I am concerned about the emphasis placed wpon norma) .°_ :

change, of the dynamic stability which persists so long — among other . ° -
things — the ubiquitous managers %r¢ averagé to. abobe-average man- L. .

agers. I am interested-about thils emphasis because’ it invites the in- o
ference that crises do not genuinely count as such. I refer to crises
of both intemal and external origins. (I mean by a'“crisis” ,a sit-
uation in which all or almost all knowledgeable; involved people will
. agree that there is imminent the destruction of a desirable organiza- ..
tional system or subsystem unless profound intervention octurs from
some source.) Equally, another inference which seems invited is that
there are seldom, if ever, those golden moments of a great oppertunity
when management ¢an, s0 to speak, deliberately and dramatically
change the course of history. True, we perhaps have to scale down con- ¢
cepts of crises and profound opportunities when talki about such L .
‘prosaic things as colleges and universities, but I dare say, that the
¢ economic and demographic conditions which are facing many small «

colleges (especially) and some larges universities are prime sources‘of

genuine crises and carry attendant, seemingly permanent, destruction

of some worthy.institutions. I think the response which is suggested by |

Professor 'March’s work would be that if anything could be dope, it e
would be done via hormal processes of chanpge — coping. But I think
this surely begs the question with respect to crises and great opportu-

1 New York: McGraw-Hill, 1974. C . - . ,
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"nities as they are espericn ud. At the very le. ast, it introduces a u)uht( r-
fac tual argumcﬁt whuh tan be neither supporte(l nor rejected an-
_ am})nguous}y
3, A Tied to this obsenvation is Professor March’s dlstxust of notions of
. the heroic lca(lu the *“great man” theory, together with adistyust of thc
- - . orollary notnon of power as a prime, factor in organizational analysis.”
. One sens at he disdains the notion of human reason, effort, and
' power as sopfces of sngmﬁc.mt intervention to meet a Crisis OF grasp
the great opportunity. Yet, as I read him, he doe¥ permit the efficacy of
these in exkeptional cases of, persons, preblems, and contexts. But, if __
this be so, why cannot the factors be seep functioning nnponrtzgnt]) all
along? Power does not have to be exceptnohally dramatic in ofder to
.be power. One can find cause for rejecting the unilateral theories of
great or heroic persons mthuut relegating to unw arranted triviality the
notion that spme -administrators have excepuonal power, and sometimes
they use it decisively to interfere with normal operations during both
~¢ nofmal and abnormal (e.g., cnsns) times. -
« , Again, perhaps it is the scemmgly‘??rosanc character of college and
Y unhersity life — or life at the specific ) institutions  which Professor .
March studied - - that causés powes to séem such a relatively useless .
concept. ¢ o v
There seems to be a parado} in Profcssor March s discussion of '~
power. It is not a significant factor in casual analysis, yet the symbolism
of power is important. I think it is not enough to say it is important - = .
because it makes the, person who possesses the symbols feel important.
- . That may be true. Mere symbolism does exxst but it would not be true
for long were it not the case that symbohsm was a tgken for the fact of

~

v

vy

ol power exercised, n some past occasion, that potentially could be
exercised again. e symbolism is a reminder and a harbinger. It has
. potency to signify a real possibility. e a ' —

, Let me conclude with one final observation. There are two major
views of institutional and social €hange in the redard that I have been & _ -
dnscussmg them. One tlolds that change is continuous-—- the past is, -
always very much like the present, the immediate futuré will be very
'much like the present. This was the view of Willidm Graham Sumner
. and of Vilfrede Parcto. It 4vas_tit view of Hamry T ruman, who said.

~ that “the only thmg new in the world is the h1§tory that we don’t

«  know.” I think this is Professot “March’seview. It lends itself to con- »
servatism and bare meliorism. Profound change is at best a'psychologi-

cal response : underlying. readity chan’ges s igsle. Fo]kways and mores . -

- persist and dominate. Joo s —
———l | . [
2 Ibid., pp. 197-99. J soe o R N
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The~other view is that change is importantly saltatory. In the *
extreme, it is e view that “the only thing one can learn from history
is. that one can’t learn from history” (Gustav Mueller said this, I be--

+ lieve.) Change involves leaps, gaps, discontinuitics; these are opportune
moments for leadership and power by human agents. This was Marx’s
view and that of Gunnar Myrdal - - with thé latter’s notion of opinion

* explosions and human cngim;g;ing. )

It may be no comfort, but both views seem essentially subjective
and unverifiable or falsifiable,‘even in principle. This suggests that a
science of organizational change is impossible. Perhaps organizational
theory 1s dt best heavily an art, an “aesthetic” (as Santayana called all
of life). Certainly Professor March’s views represent a high expression,
and a worthy one, in this dimension. ' N

I'am honored to have had the chance to rcspo,{d to — and perhaps
provoke — Professor March. ’

>
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Professor, College of Commerce and Business Administration

University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign
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Let me pose a question at the outset that 1 hepe to answer by the end
of my comments: Can we afford to take Jimm March’s view of ad-
ministration seriously? That is a different question from asking wﬁether
he’s right, or whether we should take him seriously.

March’s paper might be viewed as an_ aberration if measured
agamst the conventiofral wisdom of admiinistrative practice, but if you
set it in a different eontext, it seems quite sensible. I think that we can
best understand the paper within the historic stream of debate, over
a variety of issues, that has been going on in administrative theory for,
the past forty years. The paper can also be seen as an extension of Jim
March’s own work over the past, twenty-five years. That debate is over
the actual:ty, the possibility, the desirability of rational administrative
action. In one view, administrative action is directed and motivated
b)’ the deliberate pursuit of stated goals and objectives; in the counter-
view, administrative action muddles along, acuvated only by the ran-
dom processes of local adaptation.

The list of people who have partxcxpated in the debate includes
scholars such as Chester Barnard, who in the late 1930s described
organizations as ratiorfal, cooperative decision systems, and Herbert
Simon, who first during the 1940s (and later as March’s collaborator)
tried to rescue rationality by inventing the concept of limited rational-
ity, but intended rationality, nonctheless. During the 1930s, Charles
Lindblom propounded his concept of incremental decision making
(March and Lindblom were both at Yale at the same time, March
as a student any Lindblom as a faculty member, apd Jim’s own views

*of decision making reflect the Lindblomian incrementalism). During
the 1960s, James D. Thompson described organizations as being faced

&
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with the dilemma of simultaneously operating a closed rational system
in the short run and an open adaptive system in ther long run. March’s
own work with Dick Cyert in the early 1960s, on the behavioral theory
of the firm, is part of the same debate where decision’ making was
seen as characterized not only by limited rationality but also by poli-
tical bebavior and the quasi-resolution of conflict. And in the decade
just past, the random, nonrational side of the debate has been rein-
forced by scholars such as Henry Mint/berg, who - - as a result of in-
tensive studies of the daily life of managers — characterized admin-
istrative action as brief, fragmented, interrupted. and, more like
Brownian motion',than directed action. ThereThave been others who
have wefizhed in on the “nonrational” side of the debate as well. Chris
“Argyris and Donald Schoen. in particular, have observed the distinc-

.tion between “espoused theory” and “theory-in-action” and.have ar-

gued in contrast to Professor March that the two should<be cgincident.
Let e try to sharpen this ongoing debate. I'd like to arguc that
the key worg in the title of Professor March's talk is the word and.
I's noteworthy that he did not title the paper “How We Talk us.
How We Act,” or “How We Talk Coincident with How We Act,”
but “How We Talk and How We Act.”” That is, he tends to see action
and talk as two separaté domains of discourse, delicately coupled:
where talk is informed by a concept of rational motivation. of ra(imfh
pursijt,/of progress towards some ideal end, talk as rationalization,
justifiedtion and the creation of legitimacy, talk as the province of the
top level of administration in complex organizations, what he also de-
scribed as the “level of interpretation”; but where action is informed
not.by global Tationality, but by lgcal adaptation, with aggregate action
resulting from the sum of disaggregated adaptations, not leading toward
any_specific ideal, but participating in an evolutionary drift, where
“goals” follow actions as retrospective justificstions, rather than as pre-
set objectives: "
» In sum,"March comes down on the nonrational side of the ad-

“ministrative rationality debate. There is a place for rational discourse

. enough, but within the M
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in his model, but it s relegated t6 top-level administrative talk, which,
he argues, is mostly decoupled from the real action in the infrastructure
of the organization,

Now that we have placed March’s views in 2 historical context,
let me discuss some.implications of his model by examining the differ-
ent ways in which malfunctjofis manifest th¥mselves within March’s
view and according to thg”conwentional wisdomN [n. the latter case,
4dministrative failure resis in action not following talk closely
ian view, there are several counter-
ix')tuitive ways in which organizations can go wrong. One type of mal-
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function results from attempting to mahe action comsistentuwith talk,
that is. by interfering with the processes of Jocal adaptation in the
ndme of obedience to rational discourse. | attended a very interesting
lecture recently on theSe of student credit hours as a hind of doctrine.
or mythology, for administrative action - in particular as the basis for
the internal allucation of resources at this and other univefsities. ‘The ’
very sage point was made that the concept of student credit hours was a
useful device for communicating with external agendies. espedially the
state lc;’/thurc for”the purpose of picturing the university as a
productive educational institution. but that the university errs by tak-
ing the student credit hour woncept too seriously and actually basing
decisions - - especially budget decisions - - upon it, thereby .setting in
motion strategies by subunits to out-game the system. March’s argu-
ment would be that we ought to talk one way about student credit
hours for external consumption, and then make our internal allocation
decisions on more sensible ‘giounds that are not subject to tactics of
beating the systetn. )

A second way in which organirations cagrgo wrong is by making
talk consistene uath action, that is, by freezing possible futures into the
mold of the present and, perhaps, undermining. the environmental
legitimacy that js so necessarily provided by talk produced for exterpal
consumption.

A third malfuncuon is single-minded reliance on the  “great
leader.” Lester Seligman has observed that the presidential debates
create a serious dysfunction by focusing attention away from the par-
ties and toward the personalities of individual candidates. VWhat we
really need, in March’s view, is to get a routine administrative, ap-
p.xr.uus into plaee that will produce.¢he desired actions. Falling back on
the “great leader” myth directs our attention away from the task of
building a workable admmlstmtnc apparatus that facilitates local
adaptauon

I'm in basic agreement with much of what March says (probably
because [ was a student of his twenty years ago!). Howgfer, I do sec
some problems with his analysis. He has left complétely unspecified
who has” the responsibility for creating the routine procedures that
normalize the process of ehange. One possibility is that the routine, pro-
cedures themselves evohe through a process of local adaptations, but
thi? is left unsaid. In my judgment, March also overstates the, ho-
mogenizing effects of the selectién process. He bases his analysis on
the unspoken assumptnon that the sequenced selection filters all on the
same set of criteria. If the selection criteria change from level to level,
then it is more likely than March suggests that incompetent administra-
tors will make it through the selection processes to the top. A related

. . ’.




v

H
-

*_problem is that the criteria that are applied during selestion are not
'necessgrily those criteria that are appropriate for good action once in
office. There’s no guarantee that, I can see anywhere in his. system,
that the selection procedures would, in fact, produc’e people of uniform
but high colietence. But then, in March’s theory, administrators don't ~

.« affect action anyway, so what does it matter if they are incompetent? *

I was troubled. as was Dean Burnett, about the difficulty of ex-
plaining revolutionary change within_his system. He seems to argue,
as does Thomas Kuhn, about the stfucture of scientific revolutions —
that revolutionary change can arise from ths gradual accumulation of
minor anomalies. March sugggsts ‘that dramati¢ events are produced
not by dramatic causes but by routine, elementary processes. This is
very much a Kuhnian view-of change. | ‘ .

Finally, I believe that Marchshas overstated the case ‘that decisions
made by top jadministrators have no impact on organizational action
at the lowest levels. For example, in the University, the chancellor and
vice-chancellgr 1ay not"make decisions about textbooks” classroom
topics, and so forth, but they do make decisions about decision makers— -
— what I would call “second ord®r decisions”: decisionsabout the sclec-

- tion of deans, search committees, and so forth. Although those choices
are once or twice removed from the level of action and though they
surely are symbolic in content, just as surely. they have substantive
impact on the conduct of University affairs at the lowest leve] — albeit ,
through indirect means. - o

" There were some surprises. in what March said. He speaks more
favorably about classical administrative principles than I had been
aware of in his work before. He also seemed.to make a. conscious
attempt to move away from decision making as a central analytical

concept — a major departure considering his twenty-five-year career
~of research on decision making. - . :

-

Despite what I view as problems in the presentation, I do think
¢ - that March’s theory is closer to.reality than the traditional model de-
scribed in his opening comments. The Qccurawf his model is not at )
* issue. What is at issue is the effect of his theofy on practick, and thaf
brings me back to m§ opening question: Can we afford {5 take March’s
view seriously? What he is saying is the following: Effective administra-
tion consists firstly of treating talk and action in fact as separate do-
,mains and, secondly, of maintgining the  fiction that talk and action
are consistent with one another. He has rubbed our collective nosés in
the truth of this functional hypocrisy. However, by exposing the
hypocrisy, he risks destroying its very effectiveness. Those who take
March seriously will look with skepticism on any future administrator’s
assertion that his or her talk and action are indeed consistent. This

‘.
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realization puts us in an n uncomfortable and inescapable double bind.
In order to preserve administrative effectiveness founded on March's
doctrine of functional hypocrisy,” we must keep March’s” theory a
closely guarded secret and should immediately adjourn these proc.eed-
mgs' The only sensible response is to take March seriously in the
privacy of our own thoughts, but to deny ‘the trfuth of his thesis in _pub-

lic_At least that is what I would expect a truly clever and effective
administratorode. " 7 .
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Questions and Discussion

~

Chancellor-Cribbet: I am pot cntitled to say anything except as a pre-
siding officer. I would like to say one thing, however. I rather suspect
that Jim March is correct, and I'm sorry if he is. I would have to con-
" fess that I’'m a bit of a-fomantic. I tend to live by illusions and I°don’t .
*  wantto have all of them destroyed. I do happen to believe in the “great
~person” theory of institutions, i.e., that people can move institutions.
Otherwise, why do we bother to take.on the burdensome administra-
tive role? .

Professor March; Rather than try to respond comprehensively to the
thoughtful comrﬁg\nuts of my friends, let me restrict myself to one. °

theme that runs through several of the speakers. The theme is gn im-

Ter portant one, and I fear. that there is little I can add to what has been

said by people, like Ibsen, Tolstoy, Shaw, Cervantes, and Borges. But

I can at lgast serve as a-reminder of the possible relations between the

prosaic concerns of 'management and the masings of General Kutuzov

at the Battle of Borodino. It has been suggested, perhaps with some

Y justice, that I have a less heroic view of leadership than some others do.

. Indeed, it has been suggested that, such a view, even if correct, is

\ . pernicious — for it-undermines belief in human efficacy, a vital basis

for commitment on the part of the leaders. I am inclined toward a,

’\\Qomewhat more classical view. I think that a fundamental problem of

leadership, as of life, is the problem of sustairiing intelligent &ptimism

in the face of intelligent skepticism about great hopes. The serious hero

i one who continues to: act appropriately while understanding the

% limited relevance of action. : LN . .

In Ibsen’s Wild Duck, Dr. Relling argues ‘against .talking about
ideals. He prefers the plain-speaking word lies. And yel, he says, we
should not destroy the “life-lies” by which we understand oup existence.
For ‘if you take the illusions away from an ordinary person, you take
life as well.” Like Lou Pondy, Dr. Relling suggests avoiding realism
about the limits of human control over history. In a” world in ‘SKLCQ\
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it is hard to tell when, or whether, they are able to influence the course
of events, we wish leaders_to try to do good (even though it may be
e) rather than have them take the chance (however small) of
f:lgomg an opportupity to make a better world. To encourage action
rather than despair and withdrawal, we might embrace a myth of per-
sonal significance. As Lou Pondy suggests, we might want to ask
whether we can afford the luxury of doubting the myths of manage-
ment. It is a reasonable question, as one might expect, for both Dr.
Relling and Dr. Pondy are reasonable people.
- The question is reasonable, but I think it understates the risk,
and overstates the feasibility, of fooling ourselves. In particular, life at
the top of an organization provides mixed evidence for leadership
significance. Although ordinary flattery and the limfted imagination of
organizational gossip is usually reassuring about managerial effects,
direct managerial expenence will often disappoint great expectations
and confound the assessment of personal importance. If we require
heroic action to be justified by great hopes, we invite a managmal
tendency toward self-delusion or cynicism. . ’
During my, remarks, I tried to suggest one way of protecting
leaders from some of the corruptions of discovering that they are not
uniquely important. Suppose we consider the finals of the world
championship 100-meter dash. If by some chance an average sprinter
were able to sneak into the competition, we. know such a person would
be left far behind. We know that any world class sprlnte.r who fails to
~  train to the limit, or who is not committed to winning, or,who slips
momentarily in ,t'he race will also be left behind. But by the time you
observe the world champlonshlp finals, you have the best sprinters )
trained to the limit, and running their best. A consequence is that
there is usually no reliable difference among them. Each is about
equally likely to win. Top management is like that. Screening on the
‘way to the top assures that chief executives will form a relatively
homogeneous group. They are people who are ambitious, dedicated,
able, and running as hard as they_can., Like world class sprinters’ (or
hght bylbg), they will all do their Mnd—-do well. They are important,
but, they Yre substantially interchangeable. Leaders generally prefer
' the champlpn sprlnter metaphor to the light bulb metaphor; but both
- are reminders that in a well-functioning system, hopes for pérsonal
significance should not be linked to expectatmns of indispensability.
Such cautions may help, but, in the end, great actions can be
sustained more reliably if they arénot based on great hopes for con-
sequence. The basic text in leadershlp is written by Cervantes. After a
series of seemmgly irrational romantic actions, Don Qulxote says
“No doubt you set me down in your "mind as a fool and a madman,
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and it would be no wonder if you did, for my deeds do not argue any-
thing-else-But for_all _that, I would have you tak€ notice that I a
heither so mad nor so foolish MWW .’A%l“
knighits have their special parts to play. ... I, then, as it has fallen to™\_
my lot to be a émber of the knight-errafitry, cannot avoid attempting

all that to me seems t6 come within the sphre of my duties.” In effect,
Q‘u]i?e says that, of course, the world is absurd — filled with wind-
mills] donkeys, and actians of no consequence. But it is precisely the
absurdity of life .that makes affirmation and action a declaratien of
humanity rather thén'merely an instrumental act Eor Quixote, great

actions do not depend on great expectations, but rather on a concep- .
tion of how a good person lives. It is% poble and romantic sentiment,
‘and@nc that I think we might commcﬁ% ollege presidents, corporate
chief executive officers, and heads of goverr\ment?] agencies — within

reason, «

¥ %Questioncr (Anne Huff, Assistant Professor, Busi eSs'Aiministration,
PUIUC): I was interested in the comment about political parties, and T
wonder if Professor March could make some comment about the
political system in the light of his theory. I personally am not as con-
fident about the functioning of light bulbs in politics as in universities.
Professor March: Oréam’zations may‘ certainly vary;in the extent to
which their selection and promotion procedures produce relatively’
hdmogeneous pools of relatively competent top managers. I would think.
- it might be possible that the present political system in the United
States is a somewhat less reliable filter than the system of promotion
in some hierarchical organizations. I would be cautious about over-

doing the distinction, however. The primary criteria for advancement
in politics are political, and I think it is plausiblé tosargue that there
is less variation in political skills among leading politicians than there
is among fledgling politicians,:As a result, I think it is plausible to argue
that although pdlitical leaders %re important for .the functioning of
" thepiSligical system, variations in the outcomes in political systems do
depend on which specific political leader is,chosen from the
ol of candidates. I am speaking, of course, not about the variations
due to fluctuations in the party in power (in democratic systems), but
fluctuations due to variations in political skill at the top. Those latter
* fluctuations stem to me likely to be more modest than reading con-

N temporary newspapers will suggest. -

) Questioner (Dorothy Robinson, Elementary School Principal, Dan-
: ville, Illinois, and Doctoral Candidate in Administration, Higher, and
- Continuing Education, UIUC): In applying some of the things you
said to my daily life as an administrator, I wondecr if it is perhaps not
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that the goals are ambiguous, but that an administrator is consciously .’
managing conflicting expectations from subordinates, peers, superiors,
and fringe groups which have political influence.

I — Professor March: Conflict in goals is clearly a characteristic of schools,

as it is of hospitals, government agencies, and business firms. By em-
phasizing ambiguity in goals, I did not mean to, ignore explicit con-
flict as a phenomenon. ‘Good managers know how to arrange coalitions,
to bargain, and to logroll agreements. I would, however, add a foot-
note to writings about organizations as politicgl systems or education
as a political system. Many thepries of coalitions and bargaining in
educational organizations overlook the extent to which the concerns of
participants involved in education are embedded in their other con-
cerns. As a result, they sometimes overlook the way in which politics
is affected by factors influencing attention, Particularly in relatively
minor political arenas, participants wander in and qut. The resources
they are willing to devote to that patticular arena change. These wan-
derings and changes depend on:the amix of cencerns and opportunities
in other arenas, and that mix shifts in a way that seems almost fortuis
tous. As a result, conflict and political bargaining do not have the kind
of fine-grained stability that might Be expécted. Organizational man-
agers can, of course, try to manipulate attention. They can, for example, ’
provide symbolic issues to attract potential participants who might help
them. They can time projects tp coincide with a favorable mix of at-
tention. When you recognize the ambiguitiés of attention in a political |
systern, however, you may-want to see the system as somewhat more
“ambiguous™ and somewhat less “political” than the political metaphor
usually suggests. » ‘- ' )

Questioner (Professor Pondy): Annc Huff #nd I are doing a study of
school superintendents. One of them is faced with a school closing”
ssue in which there could have been intense conflicts between people
who don’t want.to see the building torn down, others who don’t want
th see senior citizens moved in, and others who don’t want to see real
estate tenants moved in. One of the things he’s done that has been
'very clever is to keep the antagonists out of snowball throwing distance
of each other. What's happened recéntly is that a brand new potential
buyer has shown up on the scene and that has résolved the problem.
If he had forced a joining of the issue too soon, it would have prod
intense conflict in the community. His genius was to keep things
suspended in limbo long enough until an expectad solution simply
showed,up on its own accord. o N )
Professor March: I suspect that administrative theory may sometimes
Jbave unduly complicated life by emphasizing the benefits of participa-
tion and involvement without noting their. costs. ) '
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Questioner (Professor Pondy): We had anothef superintendent who
came into a district, developecf his own program, and then tried to
sellit to the entire community. But he harked back to his administrative
theoty courses® where he read something abqut participative manage-
ment and decided that the way to sell his’program was to invite par-

ticipation. So, he offered, to meet with any group-in the community to-

explain  his progranr, hercver-andrwhenever~they -wanted, and he
- Wound up meeting for thirty-seven straight nights. What he did was to

organize-® the opposition against him, and the'program was defeated.

Again; jt was the result of~j2§1ing the issue too firmly, too soon, and too
- grectly without letting it develop its own rhythm. That was a beautiful
« case of taking a theory of participative management too seriously,

Questioner (Hugh Petrie, Professor, Educational ‘Policy Studies, .

UIUC): I appreciated your suggestion that ordinary burcaucratic
procedures, appropriately carried out, are not as ofter recognized as
being adaptiVé forms of behavior as they should be. On the othér hand,
I also have a good deal of sympathy} for the point that Dean Burnett

" and Lou Pondy made in their comméfits thathyou either denied or at

least ignored the possibility that on otcasion the bureaucratic tendency,
given significant changes in the ecology, will not be adaptive. I did not
think your two allusions, as much as I loved both of them in your re-
sponse, spoke to that issue. Are there crises where just doing the good
old things wellJwill not,be sufficient ¢o bring about the needed change?

Professor March: I think the answer to your quéstion is clearly yes as

Nlong as you recognize, that what you call “doing the-good old things”

-

will ‘often protuge table changes and that profound changes in or-
ganizagions cari be froduced by relatively modest interventions, That is,
mundane responses of an organization to dramatic changes in the en-
vironment can be a source of radical organizational change, and cark-
«fully timed minor actions that exploit the natural processes of organi-
zations to amplify them are a primary tool of effective leadership. With
those caveats, however, -I think ‘it is important to recognize that or-
ganizations, like species, may require some ‘kind of variation from
" sensible routines — some kind of foolishness. The general problem is
" 'not that organizations Fesist innovatiohs and change stupidly, although
that certaihly occurs at times. The more general problem stems from
'.Qhe fact that most propaged changes are bad ideas. If you take a pro-
posed change at random, it will have a negative expected value. That
doesn’t mean-there are no good.ideas. In fact, some possible changes

are very, very good ideas. Unfortunately, it is hard to tell the good *

onts from the bad ones; and, on the average, an organigation® will

-be hurt by being the first to try a new direction. As a result, it is -

\

ordinarily not sensible for any organization to make a change until
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some other organization has done so successfully. In short, resistance to
change in organizations is typically not a sign of rigidity or stupidity
but a generally sensible strategy. The.problem for the larger system of
organizations is to induce individual organizations to make{ enough
dumb changes to ensyre that the dumb things that actually turn out
to be useful are discovered. This is probably not the place to identify
the various ways in which organizations are made foolish in order
to help the system of organizations, but it might be appropriate to
mention the special role of foolishness in management. One of the
ways in which innovation is produced is by encouraging managers to
“make their marks.” Most role descriptions of management put a pre-
mium on doing something. On the average, organizations are probably
,hurt more than helped by their own managerial initiatives; but the
system of organizatipns, profits from these foolish expériments with
change. A small fraction of the dumb things that are done turn out to
be very smart indeed. By emphasizing the importance of managerial
action, organizations lead ambitious managers to do things that are not
in the best interest of their own organizations but are a form of Mtruism
extended toward the wider system. .

" Questioner -(Dean Joe Burnett): Many people would thoroughly enjoy
and learn from the final section of Professor March’s volume on tactic)s
_of administrative leadership. These are, I think, very instructive- I
wanted to ask one question. What would you say Lee Iaccoa’s role was
in the management of the Chrysler crisis recently? Was that a straight
line development of ordinary managerjal routine, or was that crisis
intervention? ‘ ~ e

Professor March: I think it’s a good question, but I don’t have any
basis for an answer.

;
Questioner (Fred Coombs, Associate Professor, Educational Policy
Swudies, UIUC): I'm noysure that you had an oppértunity to respond
to"Poridy’s invitation to spell out some of the mechanisms by which
organizations adapt. It scems to some of us who haven’t studied them
as closely as you that 4t times organizations adapt very nicely to
changes in the external environment, but that at other times one ¢an
identify quite dysfunctional things going on in the organization. I pre-
sume the “inspiration of foolishneéss” .is one way in which they may
adapt, but are there other mechanisms? -+~

Professor March: I think it may be appropriate to distinguish change
from adaptation. Change is probably necessary to adaptation, but not all
change is adaptive. My basic ar§ument is that change occurs routinely
in organizations through some simple processes. I think of such ordinary
~ processes as problem solving, learning, selection, imitation, rule follow-
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ing, conflict management, ‘ang turnover. These processes are powerful
adaptive mechanisms. Most of the time they allow an organizagion to
.function effectively in its environment, changing as the world changes.
However, the same processes that produce adaptive change will' some-
‘ times lead"to maladaptive change. Selection can lead to over-specfaliza-*
< tion, learning can lead to superstitious lcarning, \problem solving can
legd to incentives for gaming, and so on. At the same time, there are
requirements for changes that are maladaptive in the short run but
needed in the long run. Manageriat foolishness is one way in which .
. such things are introduced. Organizational slack is another. Ambiguity
and loose Coupling are others. . .
Questioner (William Staerkel, President, Park]awege): There*
are also other things that produce change among whieh™are the pres-
+ % sures and forces of the outside environmerit. For example, in 1957
.o Sputnik was launched, and as a nation we fumbled around for awhile. ‘
Then Life magazine, among, others, suddenly decided tHatythe schools - *
were at fgxlt, and that we weren’t teaching enough science. So all the
- . schools began to increase their science offerings, and as a superintendent
., of schools, you were a helpless captive. If you wanted to-survive, you
had to be a proponent of science emphasis in_ the schools. The
same thing is occasionally truc of foreign languages. There are times
when they become fashionable in the elementary schools, and, when
this occurs, if you’re in a wealthy suburb such as. Palo Alto, you will
find that the superintendent had bettér be”for teaching foreign lan-
guages in elementary schools. I especially appreciated your theory of
administration because it gives an administrator tremendous oppor- .
tunity to do what he wants to-do, or feels that he should do, and not
be concerned about being wréng or inconsistent with established ad- .
ministrative principles. Personally, 1 believe that a successful admin-
istrator really has to function in that way. That’s my own belief. There’s
the story of thé college president standing.on the comer of the street
visiting with a friend,” when a big crowd of people is noted walking
down the- other side of the street. The president says to the friend,
“I have to go with these people.” His friend asks, “Who are they?”
He replies, “They’re my faculty. I don’t know where they’re going,
but I'm their leader and I have to get in front.of them.” Now, does
that typify your idea of the power of an organization and the function »
of a college president? s ‘
Professor March: If I said anything to suggest that external pressures
and imitation are not important in organizational change, I certainly
misspoke. The epidemmiology of innovation in organizatiéns is not unlike
the epidemiology of measles armong & group of school childrén, and
we cannot observe organizational change without beifig.impressed by
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the extent to whicki ideas (both good and bad) spread among organiza- - .
tions. Each individual manager, of courge, is able to se¢ the ¢atching
of the disease in terms of choice and ‘Tanagerial action; but an ob-
server mightybe pardoned for taking a somewhat more epidemiological .
. perspective. : . ‘ a
s As far as the collége president who watches where the faculty is
going and hurries to lead them, I think it is a good vision because it
reyeals the ambiguity of leadeship in at least two important ways. The
“first is the old maxim that leadership requires followership. If a faculty
_)‘ T s going firmly in a particular direction, a president can probably be o
most useful by running to get in front of them with the kind of open- 1y
~ ness about objectives that allows discovery of new ones. The second
.= feature of the story is perhaps less obvious. There is rarely a faculty
. in a college or university. Different parts of a faculty run in different
directions, and some parts run in several directions at the same time.
® " One of the options of leadership is the option of announcing (within.s
limits) which of these directions is the one in which “th¢ faculty” is
moving. ’ .
Questioner (Thomas J. Sergiovanni, Professor and Chairman, Admin-
 istration, Higher, and "Continuing Education): I'd like for you to
comment on the cultural aspects of leadership. I kffow you ggve some
attention to this issue in your paper but probably not enough. Consider
. President Staerkel’s commentsyabout the president having:to get out in
. front of the faculty once it decides to move, for example, It would
seem to me, Jim, that one key leverage point an administrator has ==
. be he or she a chairperson, dean, or president —is the ability to im-
prove fmaintain, nurture, alter) the culture of the organization. Chan-
cellor Cribbet and other ‘administrators at the University of' Illinois
pretty much let the faculty go and try to catch up with them later. H,
as administrators, they do a good job of building and nurtuging images
_of what this University is about, of setting standards and socializing
“people to a particular ethic, they can have confidence that when they
finally do get in front, the faculty will be running off in a decent direc-
tion — whereyer the ending, it will be a happy one. Wauld you
claborate on your comments referring to the more symbolic and inter-
. pretive aspects of teaching? .
Professor March: I might add three general things about ¢ or .=
world views, or whatever else we want to call thesebroad sets of beliefs °
. and practices that permeate our lives. First, no adminjstrator can con-,
. . trol them arbitrarily. There are many other forces impinging on be- -
) liefs, and the marginal tontrol that any one person has over them is
___ _ _ordinarily"Sthall. Second,.exercising influence over the culture of an
organization is pot a route to precise managerial cofitrol."You do mot™
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¢ control the adoption or implementation of specific policies. Rather, jou
affect a climate for possible policies. On, the whole, I think that is;a
better vision; but it is a perspective differeptfrom those that emphasize
fme-gQined. control over organizationalSutcomes. Third, the develop-
~ ment of organizational world views is more than an instrurgent of
olicy. It is important in its own right.. We live by the poetry of life, and
if an administrator helps to provide an interprgtatiodt of life that.
elabgrates our lives in interesting ways, we are enrickied. Administrators’
are poets. They help us experience events and actions’in ways that make
life more meaningful. But Lou Pondy 5 Lh\g' real eéggt ‘on this subjegs.
Do you want to add anything Lou? %& NN )
Questioner (Professor Pendy): Just ti};é} I agree very strongly. I pub- «
-. " lished a paper two years ago called “Beyand Open System Models of
» Organization” which was a éritique of the reigning theoretical book in
the field of rorganizational* socjology, which treafed organizations as
~though they were machines and’ mahagers as though they were machine .
operators. If you buy into"the machine metaphor, that’s 4 sensible way ,/
of thinking about administration. If you present administrators with,..ggﬁu
the machine metaphor directf§, they’ll doubtless deny .it. But if you
listen to the fragients of their language, you get 2 much more accurate #
understanding of what metaphor s implicitly in use. For example, ad®
ministrators talk about the “output” of the university. The culture
metaphor is really a diﬂ‘ere.nt kind of metaphgt. It pictures the institu-
tion asa ]anguage-using‘community, @ sense-haking community — one
»which has a history in which myths and storses are taken seriously, in
. which people aren’t thought of ag replaceable Parts, Within the cultire, -+
me hor; the fuﬂcﬁmfsd{ ¢ ’;'gﬂrigi‘nﬁtrator a 'pgéjg as linguist, as
mythmiker, makes r:nciz\e»sénsg&hmf’g‘gmﬁcbine operator. - 3
e#* (Daniel Alpert, "DLrec ? .of the Center, for Advanced
~ /= Stidy an Prpf&isé_g of Physics, UIUS!) A found any3d> L comy e
*ménts to =\‘:i\§g ‘trde to ri}‘y x’:&(j)'erign with 2° unjversity a3 an
‘organized ana§cpy. On thaéfbtlgi“h"' ! I’vt()tuﬁd; a differént feeling of ¢4
the role of managefnent in gertain Ok r‘ckih‘cfs“g 'vgr%gﬁﬁé»;atiQns. For_
examplé, in comprehensive R & )] Borataries'sonie turn dut many new. 2%
inventions, new technologi¢s — &thegs just don’t, even thotigh theirs. » -
people have similar backgrounds akd credentials 'l\_rﬁlyb ik, 11Ke the. =t
"difference between the demands on the managerikwt df a track ‘tfégc:ﬁ?pe
@

[y
-

and ghe manafement of a football team. Perhaps if's that, lgutg[o [ 'Sense: ¢

that there are significant differences — whether or not, the
" ment of such-a collective enterprise has a theory for hevyit’s :

wonder if 'you’d comment. L SR

Prbfes,sor'March: As’you know; Dan, research on R & D managemern;, Py \
——— “isa"hot topic these days. T suspect yé\iﬁ_rjg right — that ma;a}‘gir‘]g an £§§ .
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R & D laboratory is different.from magaging a university, which is
different from managing a_business _ﬁnh\ Nevertheless, I think that
most of what I said applies to each of them. Consider. for example, my
comments about precision in management. We generally note thay
sume organizations have earer goals than others, and that is important
to undérstanding how they function. But the observation that predisely
measured objectives lead to the management of Jaccounts (ahd thus to
costs as well as benefits) probdbly applies to a wide variety of organiza-
.tions,_Raw6ng! R-& D nianagers, like‘rational business furm executives
and tional colleze plesidents, will recogiize that they can often
control their accounts moie easily than they«.an control theigorganiza-
“tions. So. they will spend time trying to discover ways to “score” well
without necessarily “doing” well. In the R & D managemerit case, if
you ®valuate managers by the numbér of pzrlentablc inventions their
orgamzatxons make {per engineer) . you will stimulate some managerial-
ation about how to increase,that statistic without changing what
isthrappeninig in the labasatory\..\ R
Questioner (Rresident Ikenbcrry) I guess I have one. That is, having
listened both to the paper and listened to’our discussion, I found your
theory to be mcrcasmgly useful in terms of explaining the norm — that
is let us say 90 to 95 percent of the variance — but yet not so helpful
«in explaining the other 3 to 10 percent of the variance. Going back to
a couple of the illustrations you used earlier. I then have asked myself,
“Well, isn't life fought on_the margin anyway?" And isn't it the task
of an orgamzauon to try to go beyond the 90 percent to begin to cope
with the other 5 or 10 percent which basically spells the dlfference for
example, between a Stanford and an “X”? That difference between
Stanford and “X” or Illinois and “X” is. in fact, what the cr')tcrprise'
is.alb about Do you grasp my frustratuon° 1 would be interestéd in
your comment.

Professor March: 1 think there is a lot of trutlr in what you say, but I
want to turn i around a bit. Sometimes it is tcmpting to define the

ftask of theory as maumxzmg the explained vayiance in the phenomena

“we? observe, but that is a potcnually niisleadifyy perspective. In fact,
a good deal of the variance in many situations can be explgined ffom

ordinary knowlcdgc Although ordinary l\nouledgc is sometimes wrong

and frequently uncodified, there is little point in. constructmg thearies
that are heavily redundant vith what is well established in ordmary
"knowledge. What a thcory should do is to contribute,at the margin
to what“lwe know, to maximize the joint produc&of ordx&ary knowledge
“and theoretical l\no“ledge. This means that much of the time a good
theory will_focus on the things that are easily forgotten by people who

are in the field, or things that people know but don't understand. If _
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in this joint endeavor we someday manage to understand 90 percent of
what i going on, I'd be delighted. 1 doubt that we are there yet, at
least in understanding organizations. But wherever we are in absolute
terms, you are quife right: the game is played at the margin. Where we,
might differ, although I am not sure that we would. is in whether the
explanation of the last 10 percent is more likely to be fougd by intro:
dufing new variables (e.g., power, personality, culture, administrative
skill) or by understanding better the ways in wWhich the ordinary
processes we think we understand so well sometimes produce unusual
outcomes. Given where we are now. I think the latter task is one that
should command a fair share of our attenon in trying to develop
our theories of organizations and management.
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.Thc David D. Henry Lectures
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“The Administration of Higlier Education in an Era of Change -
and Conflict,” by Clark Kerr, October 1972

_ “Can We Maintain Quality\Gxaduam Education in a Period
of Retrenchment?” by David Riesman, April 1975 .
. v
' “The Administration of Education for the Health Professions :
A Time for Reappraisal,” by John R. Hogness, April 1976
“The Education of Admihistrators for Higher
Education,” by Harlan Cleveland, April 1977

-“Socially Imposed Costs of ‘Higher Education,” by
Howard R. Bowen, April 1978 Y

“Quality and Equality in Health Professions Education and Service,”

* + by Lloyd C. Elam, April 1979

5 . , -
. “How We Talk and How We Act: Administrative Theory and
Administrative Life,” by James G. March, September 1980
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’ Copies of these publications ay be obtained from the President’s Office, 364
Administration Building, 506 South Wright Street, University of Illinois,
~ — Urbang; Iilinois 61801, - - -~ - - - -




