
MORS 425 – Behavior in Organizations 
 

Classroom: 387 Jacobs     Brayden King 

Class time: Monday 3-6     Phone: 847-467-6950 

Office hours: by appt.      b-king@kellogg.northwestern.edu 

 

 

A primary element of organizational theory is, of course, the organization. The purpose of this 

class is to introduce you to some of the foundational theories about the internal life of 

organizations: how they work, how people and groups behave within them, why they change and 

why they sometimes do not change when they should, etc.  We will cover some of the classics 

(e.g., Weber; March and Simon) as well as delve into examples of contemporary research. Each 

week is organized around a specific topic. Usually I will include a foundational paper or two as 

well as contemporary empirical research related to that topic.   

 

By the end of this class, you will have been exposed to many of the core concepts of the field. To 

be an organizational theorist, a scholar needs to understand the basic-building blocks – the 

concepts and mechanisms – that we use to assemble explanations for why organizations behave 

as they do. Because this is a class about organizations, our focus will primarily be on the 

organization as the locus of action, although we will draw extensively from sociology and social 

psychology as well. 

 

My hope is that by the end of class you will also develop a greater appreciation for how 

organizational research is done. Theory is not an end in itself. Rather we use theory as a way to 

explain the world, and in turn, we use empirical research to extend theory and develop a more 

complete picture of that world. Organizational theory is broad and covers more topics that we 

could delve into in a single class, and so I have tried to pick what I think are some of the most 

important and relevant topics in contemporary organizational analysis. I have also picked 

readings that cover a range of methodological approaches.  

 

 

Grading 

I base your grades on three criteria: discussion questions, memos, and a research proposal. 

   Discussion questions (20% of grade) - 50 points 

   Memos (40% of grade) – 100 points 

Research proposal (40% of grade) – 100 points 

 

Discussion questions 

For each class I want you to think of two questions you would like to discuss in class.  You will 

then post them to the course’s discussion board (on the BLACKBOARD site) the night before 

class.  You should even submit questions if you plan on missing class.  I will use those questions 



to aid our class discussion that day.  You do NOT need to submit discussion questions the first 

week of class. 

A good discussion question is thought-provoking.  Try to avoid questions that would simply 

require someone in the class to summarize something from the reading.  “Why” or “how” 

questions are good.  You might also try to make connections between the current reading and 

something we’ve discussed in an earlier class.  I think you’ll get the idea as we go along. 

Memos 

On the first day of class each student will choose two readings on which he or she will write 

memos.  Memos are one to two pages long and provide an opportunity for the student to 

concisely discuss an interesting implication of the reading and to develop theory further.  I 

suggest the following format for a memo.  1) Begin by stating a theoretical proposition from the 

article/chapter.  A proposition is a statement about a causal relationship between two concepts.  

A very specific proposition is a hypothesis. 2) Discuss how that proposition might be extended or 

applied to a different case, another context, or a different theoretical perspective.  By choosing a 

new context, you are attempting to stretch the viability of the theory – see how far you can take it 

without breaking the theory.  You might talk about how a theory might not apply to certain 

situations. You might also talk about how a different theoretical perspective makes us question 

the original proposition. 3) Talk about the implications of extending the proposition.  Does a 

different context challenge the premises of the theory?  Can you build on the proposition and 

make it more general/more specific?  What interesting implications does this have for a different 

theory?  In an excellent memo you will come up with a new proposition/hypothesis to test. 

You should not treat memos as summaries of the readings.  The point of doing memos is to 

force you to think creatively.  Rather than learning theories and spitting them out in summaries, 

the purpose of the memo is to challenge you to think beyond what you read and try to create 

something new.  Ideally, you will use the memos as sounding boards for ideas that you might 

explore further in a research project.   

In addition to writing the memos, you will present and discuss them in class.  Bring copies of the 

memo for each person in the seminar. The class is invited to comment on your ideas.  I hope that 

students will feel free to openly question and make suggestions to the memo writer.  In other 

words, ideas presented in a memo are open to challenge.  The discussion part of the memo 

writing is intended to give you feedback and help you to sharpen your analytical and theory-

building skills. After students have given you feedback in class, you can revise the memo and 

submit the final version of it to me by Thursday. 

Research proposal 

At the end of the seminar each student should finish a 10-12 page research proposal.  The 

research proposal should be more than just an essay.  You should seek to advance theory in the 



proposal and come up with a plan for carrying out an empirical analysis.  The ideal proposal 

would suggest new hypotheses or come up with new theoretical propositions, and, more 

generally, refine our theoretical understanding of organizational theory. Moreover, you should 

use the proposal to develop an empirical test of your theoretical argument.  Although I don’t 

require you to gather data or do an actual analysis, I expect you to think seriously about the kind 

of data you need, about operationalizing constructs, and about the kind of evidence you need to 

substantiate your argument. 

You should not use the research proposal to summarize the material covered in class.  Lay out 

your theoretical argument in the first 5-7 pages of the proposal, and then spend the rest of the 

proposal discussing details of how you plan to conduct a research project. In the readings for the 

class you will notice that I include both purely theoretical pieces and empirical studies that test 

hypotheses.  These serve as good examples as you craft your own research ideas. 

On the last day of the seminar we will talk about your research proposals. Each student will have 

time to discuss their proposal and field questions from the class. 

 

Topics to cover and readings: 

 

January 7: Introduction to Theories of Organizations and Behavior 

 

Abend, Gabriel. 2008. "The Meaning of ‘Theory’." Sociological Theory 26:173-199. 

 

Gross, Neil. 2009. "A Pragmatist Theory of Social Mechanisms." American Sociological Review 

74:358-379. 

 

King, Brayden G, Teppo Felin, and David A. Whetten. 2010. "Finding the organization in 

organizational theory: A meta-theory of the organization as a social actor." Organization Science 

21:290-305. 

 

Simon, Herbert A. 1991. "Organizations and markets." Journal of Economic Perspectives 5:25-

44. 

 

 

January 14: Bureaucracy and organizational structure 

 

Weber, Max (1978 [1928]). “Bureaucracy,” in G. Roth & C. Wittich (Eds.) Economy and 

Society. Berkeley: CA: University of California Press. Ch. 11, pp. 956-969,973-975. 

 

Merton, Robert K.  1957.  “Bureaucratic Structure and Personality.”  Pp. 249-60 in Social 

Theory and Social Structure.  Glenco, IL: The Free Press. 

 

Gouldner, Alvin W. 1954. Selections from Patterns of industrial bureaucracy. Glencoe, IL: Free 

Press. 



 

Cohen, Michael D., James G. March, and Johan P. Olsen. "A garbage can model of 

organizational choice." Administrative science quarterly (1972): 1-25. 

 

Adler, Paul S. and Bryan Borys. 1996. "Two Types of Bureaucracy: Enabling and Coercive." 

Administrative Science Quarterly 41:61-89. 

 

 

January 23: Bounded Rationality and Organizational Attention 

 

Simon, Herbert A.  1947 [1997].  Pp. 92-117 in Administrative Behavior, 4th edition.  New 

York: Free Press. 

 

March, James G., and Herbert A. Simon. 1958.  Pp. 157-92 in Organizations.  New York: John 

Wiley and Sons, Inc. 

 

Ocasio, William (1997). “Towards an Attention-Based View of the Firm,” Strategic 

Management Journal, 18:187-206. 

 

Heimer, Carol A. 2008. "Thinking about how to avoid thought: Deep norms, shallow rules, and 

the structure of attention." Regulation & Governance 2:30-47. 

 

Cho, Theresa S. and Donald C. Hambrick. 2006. "Attention as the Mediator Between Top 

Management Team Characteristics and Strategic Change: The Case of Airline Deregulation." 

Organization Science 17:453-469. 

 

 

 

January 28: Organizational Learning 

 

Cyert, Richard M. and James G. March. (1963). A Behavioral Theory of the Firm. Cambridge, 

MA: Blackwell Publishing. Chapter 7, pp. 161-176. 

 

March, James G. 1991. "Exploration and Exploitation in Organizational Learning." Organization 

Science 2:71-87. 

 

Hannan, Michael T. and John Freeman. 1984. "Structural Inertia and Organizational Change." 

American Sociological Review 49:149-164. 

 

Greve, Henrich R. (1998) “Performance Aspirations and Risky Organizational Change,” 

Administrative Science Quarterly, 43: 58-86. 

 

Zhou, Xueguang. 1993. "The Dynamics of Organizational Rules." American Journal of 

Sociology 98:1134-1166. 

 

 



February 4: Routines and Capabilities 

 

Nelson, Richard R. and Sidney G. Winter. (1982). An Evolutionary Theory of Economic 

Change. Cambridge, Mass.: Belknap Press, pp. 72-136. 

 

Eisenhardt, K.M. and J.A. Martin (2000). Dynamic Capabilities: What are They? Strategic 

Management Journal 21: 1105-1121. 

 

Ethiraj, S. K., P.Klae, M.S. Krishna, and J.V. Singh. (2005) “Where do Capabilities Come From 

and How do They Matter? A Study in the Software Services Industry,” Strategic Management 

Journal, 26: 25-45 

 

Salvato, Carlo (2010). “Capabilities Unveiled: The Role of Ordinary Activities in the Evolution 

of Product Development Processes.” Organization Science, 20: 384-409. 

 

Felin, Teppo and Nicolai Foss. 2011. "The endogenous origins of experience, routines, and 

organizational capabilities: the poverty of stimulus." Journal of Institutional Economics 7:231-

256. 

 

 

February 11: Organizational Categories and Identities 

 

Zuckerman, Ezra W.  1999.  “The Categorical Imperative: Securities Analysts and the 

Illegitimacy Discount.”  American Journal of Sociology  104: 1398-438. 

Baron, James N. 2004. "Employing identities in organizational ecology." Industrial and 

Corporate Change 13:3-32. 

 

Albert, Stuart and David A. Whetten. 1985. "Organizational identity." Research in 

Organizational Behavior 7:263-295. 

 

Baron, James N. 2004. "Employing identities in organizational ecology." Industrial and 

Corporate Change 13:3-32. 

 

Foreman, Peter and David A. Whetten. 2002. "Members' Identification with Multiple-Identity 

Organizations." Organization Science 13:618-635. 

 

Gioia, D.A., Price, K.N., Hamilton, A.L. and Thomas, J.B.  2010. “Forging an Identity: An 

Insider Outsider Study of Processes Involved in the Formation of Organizational Identity,’ 

Administrative Science Quarterly, 2010: 55: 1-45. 

 

 

February 18: Organizational Values, Practices, and Culture 

 

Selznick, Philip. 1957. Leadership in Administration, New York: Harper and Row. 

 



Swidler, Ann. 1986. "Culture in action: Symbols and strategies." American Sociological Review 

51:273-286. 

 

O'Reilly, Charles A., Jennifer Chatman, and David F. Caldwell. 1991. "People and 

organizational culture: a profile comparison approach to assessing person-organization fit." 

Academy of Management Journal 34:487-516. 

 

Rivera, Lauren A. 2012. "Hiring as Cultural Matching: The Case of Elite Professional Service 

Firms." American Sociological Review 77:999-1022. 

 

Hallett, Tim. 2010. "The myth incarnate: Recoupling processes, turmoil, and inhabited 

institutions in an urban elementary school." American Sociological Review 75:52-74. 

 

 

February 25: Social networks  

 

Granovetter, Mark. 1985. “Economic Action and Social Structure: The Problem of 

Embeddedness.” American Journal of Sociology 91: 481-510 

 

Padgett, John F. and Walter W. Powell. 2012. Pp. 1-29 in The Emergence of Organizations and 

Markets. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press. 

 

Uzzi, Brian. 1997. "Social Structure and Competition in Interfirm Networks: The Paradox of 

Embeddedness." Administrative Science Quarterly 42:35-67. 

 

Burt, Ronald 2004. “Structural Holes and Good Ideas, “American Journal of Sociology 110: 349-

399. 

 

Srivastava, Sameer B. and Mahzarin R. Banaji. 2011. "Culture, Cognition, and Collaborative 

Networks in Organizations." American Sociological Review 76:207-233. 

 

 

 

March 4: Power, authority, and the politics of change 

 

March, James G. 1962. “The Business Firm as a Political Coalition,” Journal of Politics, 24: 662-

678. 

 

Bechky, Beth A. 2003. "Object lessons: Workplace artifacts as representations of occupational 

jurisdiction." American Journal of Sociology 109:720-52. 

 

Kellogg, Katherine C  2009. "Operating Room: Relational Spaces and Microinstitutional Change 

in Surgery." American Journal of Sociology 115:657-711. 

 

Rojas, Fabio. 2010. "Power Through Institutional Work: Acquiring Academic Authority in the 

1968 Third World Strike." Academy of Management Journal 53:1263-1280. 



 

Leonardi, Paul M. and Stephen R. Barley. 2010. "What’s Under Construction Here? Social 

Action, Materiality, and Power in Constructivist Studies of Technology and Organizing." The 

Academy of Management Annals 4:1-51. 

 

 

March 11: Social Movements  

 

Zald, Mayer N. and Michael A. Berger. 1978. "Social movements in organizations: Coup d'etat, 

insurgency, and mass movements." American Journal of Sociology 83:823-861. 

 

Fligstein, N. and D. McAdam. 2011. "Toward a General Theory of Strategic Action Fields." 

Sociological Theory 29:1-26. 

 

Weber, Klaus, Hayagreeva Rao, and L.G. Thomas. 2009. "From streets to suites: How the anti-

biotech movement penetrated German pharmaceutical firms." American Sociological Review 

74:106-127. 

 

King, Brayden G. 2008. "A Political Mediation Model of Corporate Response to Social 

Movement Activism." Administrative Science Quarterly 53:395-421. 

 


