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Abstract

Applied management literature is broad in scope, encompassing wide-ranging topics, theories, and concepts. As the study and field of management continues its evolution, so too does the body of knowledge pertaining to organisational theories and management concepts. An examination of articles published from 2002 to 2006 revealed patterns and trends in research focusing on applied decision making, leadership, power, and politics within the field of management. This paper discusses the following keywords and phrases used in the literature review: “decision making,”  “leadership,” “politics,” “power and management,” and “social power.” Additionally, the review focuses on the theme of decision making and observes several emerging research trends in applied management theory.
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1. Introduction 

Management and organisational theories develop as the field evolves. A perusal of 72 articles published from 2002 to 2006 in seven journals resulted in the identification of emerging patterns and trends in research focused on the areas of decision making, power, and politics within the field of management. The seven journals reviewed included: Academy of Management Journal, Academy of Management Review, Academy of Management Executive, Harvard Business Review, Administrative Science Quarterly, Organization Science, and Strategic Management Journal. In 2002, there were 14 articles identified; in 2003, 16; in 2004, 17; in 2005, 16; and in 2006, nine.

2. Analysis - Key Terms and Patterns

The following keywords and phrases were searched in the literature review: “decision making,” “leadership,” “politics,” “power and management,” and “social power.” This search included articles that were directly related to management in the United States. Key themes that emerged from the literature included key terms such as “decision making,” “politics,” “power,” and “leadership,” and others such as “culture,” “diversity,” and “team.”  While conducting the review, I found it notable that the 2003 and 2004 articles included three articles reprinted from the 1960s and 1970s.  

Each year of the review period provided information on the concept of leadership, with 27 articles on the concept posted during the review period. Six articles on leadership were posted in each of the following years: 2002, 2005, and 2006. In most articles, the concept of leadership related to individual leadership of managers or management rather than organisational leadership in the sense of a specific company being an industry leader.  Two of the reprinted articles from the 1960s and 1970s were on leadership.

The concept of power produced the next highest number of articles: 19. Each year of the review period produced materials related to this concept. Six articles related to this concept were posted in 2003, five in 2005, and four in 2006.  In 2002 and 2004, there were two related articles each year. The concept of power was conceived differently by various researchers. The concept included notions of social power, strategic power, venture capitalistic power, micromanagement, and power in negotiations, among others. One of the reprinted articles from the 1960s and 1970s related to power.

The total number of articles related to decision making published during the review period was the next highest, at 15. Articles related to decision making appeared in journals during 2002, 2004, 2005, and 2006. None were posted in 2003. During 2004, there were eight decision making articles published. The year 2002 showed the next highest number of articles on decision making, with five related articles published.  One article each was published in 2005 and one in 2006.  One of the 15 articles discussed decision making within the context of the individual employee within an organization while the remainder focused more on the organization or on groups. Discussion related to decision making included multiple ideas such as outside expertise, group process, unanimity, and participatory management. Other related ideas included decision making in a global context, the role of emotion in organizational decision making, and factors related to decision making.

Seven articles related to culture and diversity were published in 2004, with a total of 12 articles for the review period. There were no related articles on culture and diversity published in the seven journals in 2003 and 2005, with three articles in 2002 and two in 2004. The concepts of culture included gender, ethnics, and organisational culture as well as national and international cultural issues. A number of articles provided additional discussion on Geert Hofstede’s theories associated with culture. Most articles that addressed cultural issues tied the discussion to the concepts of power and leadership.

While “team” and “teamwork” were not keywords in the search, 10 articles during the review period surfaced that were directly related to these concepts. None were published in 2004, four were posted in 2003, and two were printed in journals each year during 2002, 2005, and 2006. Several articles that discussed teams tied the concept to leadership.  Other related topics included power centralization, performance, diversity, and multidisciplinary approaches.

Within the seven journals surveyed, only five articles directly corresponding to the concept of organisational politics (in contrast to governmental politics) were published in the review period. A number of articles related to government and politics appeared in the journals.  Two articles on organisational politics appeared in 2003, and one article was published each year in 2004, 2005, and 2006. No articles were noted for 2002. The articles on politics discussed: 

· Public policy and how a business can influence public policy 

· A model of a democratic business organisation based upon a model of leadership similar to the ancient city-state of Athens 

· Decision making, board politics, and power.  

Each article addressed politics from a different theoretical perspective.

3. Review - Decision Making

Focusing on the theme of decision making, I observed several research trends. The following identified research questions relate to the topic of decision making:

· What can an organisation do to prepare itself to make effective decisions?

· How can organisations make effective decisions in increasingly complex environments?

· What factors influence the (internal staff) acceptance of organisational decisions?

The articles published during the review period responded to these or similar research questions. This remainder of this paper will discuss these three questions as related to decision making.

What can an organisation do to prepare itself to make effective decisions? The two articles that addressed this question approached it from divergent perspectives: one from the viewpoint of the benefit of enhancing staff ability and knowledge, the other focusing upon maintaining status quo. The first article (Maurer, Pierce & Shore, 2002) discussed the efficacy of staff development to increase knowledge and skill, which often results in an organisation being prepared to effectively make decisions. Conversely, the other article (Nickerson & Zinger, 2002) posited that organisation inertia may be a positive factor in the decision making process.

Maurer, Pierce and Shore (2002) approach decision making, specifically regarding professional development, from the perspective of the employee. A number of organisational theories are cited to provide a background for the discussion. The authors propose that decisions to further one’s professional development involve three dimensions as perceived beneficiaries: the person, the supervisor, and the organisation. Influencing the decision making process are two internal factors for the individual: self-efficacy and personal values. The authors contend that employees in Western cultures choose professional development options that first provide the individual benefits (such as opportunity for career advancement or advanced degrees) with a secondary emphasis on benefiting the supervisor or the organisation. Conversely, in many cases, the organisation and the supervisor support and encourage professional growth for the individual even when is does not directly benefit the organisation and the supervisor. According to this thinking, an organisation usually assists an employee in honing decision making skills, especially if the new information aids the organisation in furthering its mission.

Nickerson and Zinger (2002) provide a decision making theory originating from the organisation’s perspective. Their discussion centres on deciding to make structural changes within an organisation, specifically related to the concepts of centralisation and decentralisation. The authors hypothesise that organisations fluctuate on a continuum between centralisation and decentralisation regardless of the external environment. Using Hewlett-Packard and Ford Motor Company in their discussion, they propose that even when key factors such as the environment, management, and marketing strategy are static, an organisation changes. They assert that organisation inertia can be beneficial as it may impede premature structural changes with an organisation.

Deciding to change encompasses numerous considerations, including the need to increase effectiveness and efficiency, as well as the costs of changing, such as upfront monetary costs and transitional productivity loss. To make effective decisions, the authors propose that management be aware that organisations modulate on the centralisation-decentralisation continuum; that they count the costs associated with changes; and that they consider organisational inertia a key factor. 

A major point of this theory is that organisations change their operations and structures even when key factors are stable. This proposes an area for further research: If organisations modulate between discrete structures when a key factor such as the environment is stable, how does an increasingly complex environment influence organisational change and decisions? It appears that decision making in the midst of organisational change within a complex environment would be, at best, extremely complicated. Nickerson and Zinger’s (2002) discussion also relates to the second research question: How can organisations make effective decisions in increasingly complex environments? While it focuses upon internal factors and excludes consideration of the external environment, the discussion provides a foundation for understanding intra-organisational dynamics? This understanding can be applied to inter-organisational relations and interactions with complex environments.

Seven additional articles (Anand, Glick & Manz, 2002; Barney, 2004; Daft, 2004; Gavetti & Rivkin, 2005; Kerr, 2004; Spicer, Dunfee & Bailey, 2004; Vaaler & McNamara, 2004) approach the second research question. Spicer Dunfee and Bailey (2004) address the national context of an organisation and how this influences decision making in complex environments. Two other articles (Barney, 2004; Daft, 2004) look at trans-cultural implications of managerial practices. Two articles (Anand, Glick, Manz, 2002; Vaaler & McNamara, 2004) discuss applying information from outsiders in decision making. The remaining two articles that examine decision making in complex environments provide the reader with two approaches to the issue. Gavetti and Rivkin (2005) recommend using analogy as a means of decision making, problem solving, and strategic planning; Kerr (2004) proposes that organisational democracy is a bona fide managerial approach to decision making but has its limits

Spicer, Dunfee and Bailey (2004) conducted research to gain understanding about how national context may influence ethical decision making. Their research compares similar populations of managers who were U.S. citizens: one group resided in the U.S., while the other group consisted of managers assigned to work in Russia. The research demonstrates a significant difference in the approach to ethical decision making between the populations, with emphasis placed on how local norms were incorporated into the decision making process.  The researchers concluded that national and, specifically, local contexts play a significant role in the decision making process.

Barney (2004) and Daft (2004) discuss Theory Z. This theory is the blend of components of Japanese managerial practice adapted to U.S. culture resulting in a hybrid model of managerial theory comprising seven elements. The second element is consensual decision making. This concept connotes typical approaches to atypical situations. In contrast to the typical American approach, where managers are the thinkers and decision-makers, and employees are the doers, this model incorporates a consensus-based decision making practice resulting in increased quality and productivity.

Anand, Glick and Manz (2002) and Vaaler and McNamara (2004) discussed the concept of organisational social capital and securing information from outside sources, including experts and consultants, and how these practices influence internal decision making practices. Anand, Glick and Manz (2002) provides organisations with a framework to obtain large amounts of information from outside sources by using their connections with external individuals and organisations. The article presents a variety of methods to gather information and includes guidance on matching the method to the information needed. Cautions include the need to consistently monitor the quality of information provided and being aware of the potential danger in external relationships becoming liabilities. The article concluded with ways to avoid the pitfalls that can arise from using information from external sources.  

Vaaler and McNamara (2004) focused on the accuracy or inaccuracy of information provided by external sources, namely experts and consultants, and the resulting influences on decisions made. This group hypothesised and concluded that “expert decision making is vulnerable to distortion due to factors in the experts’ industry environment” (Vaaler & McNamara, 2004: 698). Furthermore, they discovered that experts from highly unstable industry environments provide assessments that are subjectively influenced by environmental factors and significantly deviate from objective criteria. In these situations, the expert tends to forecast increasingly negative scenarios. The researchers concluded that gathering information from outside sources is beneficial; however, in their view, in accord with the warnings of Anand, Glick and Manz (2002) it is important for organisations to monitor the veracity of information provided and to make decisions with caution.

Gavetti and Rivkin (2005) provided discussion on applying analogical reasoning to target problems by performing similarity mapping where the decision makers reflect upon former source problems that have similar characteristics to the target problems, then using analogy to generate candidate solutions to address the target problems. Using analogy in decision making, problem solving, and strategic planning goes beyond the process of deduction, whereby general administrative and economic principles are applied to a specific business situation, and beyond the process of trial and error in which learning takes place after the fact. The authors described ways that analogies fail, including the focusing on superficial rather than deep similarities, and they provide suggestions on how to avoid superficial analogies. They propose that analogical reasoning is effective in the midst of complexity.

Kerr (2004) discussed the lack of acceptance of the concept organisational democracy in light of a changing political world in which more and more countries embrace the ideologies of democracy. He questioned two common assumptions concerning applying democracy to organisations: political democracy provides a useful framework for organisational democracy, and democratic processes apply to all organisations. He concluded that political democracy provides limited guidance for organisational democracy because the crucial characteristics of political democracy are not supported in organisational settings. While he asserted that the democratic process is useful and effective in limited circumstances, such as in organisational decision making, he further purported that broader application of the democratic process is capable of being implemented only when it significantly contributes to an organisation’s performance and competitive advantage. In Kerr’s view, in complex environments, organisations may benefit from applying democratic processes to some aspects of decision making.

Six articles (Barsade, 2002; Brockner, 2002; Hurley, 2006; Maitlis & Ozcelik, 2004; Muller, 2004; Romme, 2004) discussed factors that influence the (internal staff) acceptance of decisions. Barsade (2002) and Maitlis and Ozcelik (2004) addressed the role of emotions in organisational decision making. Muller (2004) recognised the need for organisational self-assessment of decision making and other processes. Brockner (2002) approached the research question by exploring the concept of procedural fairness; Romme (2004) explored how the concept of unanimity rule can be applied effectively to organisational decision making. Hurley (2006) addressed the question by proposing a model to develop trust for leaders and for decisions made.

Barsade (2002) presented a model of emotional contagion that examined the transfer of affect resulting in divergent processes in decision making and in group dynamics. The research concluded that the mood of one individual within a group may affect a group’s emotional state dependent upon a number of variables; however, contrary to expectations, Barsade asserted that negative emotions are no more contagious than positive emotions. According to this research, positive emotional contagion increases cooperation and perceived task performance and decreases intergroup conflict, while negative emotional contagion has the opposite effect. The research focuses more on the processes of group dynamics and decision making than the outcomes of these; nevertheless, Barsade (2002) concluded that an outcome of the research is that organisations need to be aware that contagion occurs and that potential ramifications exist for decision making and group dynamics. This research concluded that emotional contagion likewise affects the acceptance of organisational decisions.

Maitlis and Ozcelik (2004) asserted that emotions are significant factors that influence the acceptance of decisions. They presented the concept of “toxic decision processes” (Maitlis & Ozcelik, 2004). Toxic decision processes are organisational decision practices that evoke pervasive negative emotions in an organisation. The authors presented a three-phase model through which toxic decision making processes unfold. The three identified phases are inertia (avoidance of the issue), detonation (decisions made and emotions explode), and containment (rationalising and repressing). They concluded that emotion plays a powerful role in both the organisational decision making process and staff response to decisions—linking their conclusions to historical research trends of decision making from the perspectives of bounded rationality, policy and procedure, and politics.

The factors of time, story, and organisational culture affect organisational decision making and responses to such. Muller (2004) asserted that unrecognised assumptions affect choices, decision making, and internal responses. The author suggested that if organisational legacy and history are used, they can provide a helpful guide to organisational decision making and the acceptance of decisions. He cautioned that as management makes decisions to respond to external environmental factors, results may undermine organisational culture and generate negative emotions on the part of the staff. Muller (2004) encouraged management to remember that external choices affect internal operations and that it is important for organisations to evaluate their internal and external approaches to determine if they significantly correspond to the organisational mission and vision, then to communicate effectively within the organisation.

Brockner (2002) approached the research question by exploring the concept of procedural fairness in conjunction with outcome favourability. He asserted that these factors interact to influence employees’ support for decisions, decision-makers, and organisations. While previous research found that employees generally respond more favourably when procedural fairness is high, the author discovered that employees engage in additional activities to make sense of decisions, and they assess their level of personal responsibility in meeting anticipated outcomes. These factors interact to establish levels of individual and group acceptance of organisational decisions. 

Romme (2004) found that rule influences the acceptance of organisational decisions. Romme (2004) presented a model using unanimity rule in organisational decision making processes. While this approach is rarely, if ever, used in organisational decision making, the model appears to be effective in smaller groups and organisations (with membership of 20 or below). The results in these settings included greater acceptance of decision.  Romme found that reaching unanimity in large organisations is cumbersome, time-consuming, and difficult to obtain. The author claimed that to use this model in larger organisations, widespread organisational system change is required. His research found that unanimity rule improves staff response to decisions; however, attaining this is a challenging, if achievable, process.

A key factor that influences the acceptance of organisational decisions is trust in the leadership. When trust is high, an organisation’s internal atmosphere is positive, increasing the potential for positive outcomes. Likewise, the opposite is true: A low level of trust generates a negative internal environment that impedes organisational success. Hurley (2006) proposed a model to develop trust for leaders and for decisions made, and he suggested practical ways to manage trust. 

4. Conclusion

While trends and patterns emerged from the literature review, it is clear that research in the areas of decision making, power, and politics within the field of management continues to proliferate and evolve. Focusing on decision making, at least three research trends are visible from the articles that were reviewed. For the most part, the articles moved beyond the historical research trends of decision making from the perspectives of bounded rationality, policy and procedure, and politics while also touching aspects of these perspectives.   

A number of methods, representing the various perspectives of organisational theory, were employed to gather information. Kerr (2004) used observation and historical analysis as a basis for his theorising; he also used descriptive measures. These methods are reflective of both the classical and modern perspectives of organisational theory. Maitlis and Ozcelik (2004) used ethnographic interviewing, and Nickerson and Zinger (2002) developed narrative case studies, both of which correspond to the symbolic-interpretive perspective. Gavetti and Rivkin (2005) and Hurley (2006) appeared to be approaching the postmodern perspective in that their methods included deconstruction and the critique of theorising practices. A number of articles relating to organisation decision making, power, and politics are available in scholarly journals and textbooks. The articles reviewed enable researchers to develop a collage of theories and applications, thus moving further toward the postmodern perspective.
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