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Illa. Governance from a Sociological
Perspective

Rafael Wittek'

1. Introduction

The goal of this article is to contribute to the theoretical foundations of a
theory of governance in organizations.” My central argument is that such a
foundation needs to be grounded in a theory of action focusing on the question of
the conditions under which particular types of governance are likely to elicit the
intelligent effort of organizational members.’

There is certainly no lack of attempts to systematize sociological theories and
typologies of organizational governance and control (Etzioni 1961; Powell 1990;
Ouchi 1980; Pennings and Woiceshyn 1987, Bradach and Eccles 1989; Grandori
1997: Reed 1989; Schienstock 1993a, 1993b; Scott 1981: Chapter A Ib). More
specifically, two classes of typological efforts can be distinguished. A first line of
reasoning conceptualize “hierarchies” as one of various alternative modes of
governance, with “market-forms” and “network-forms” being possible other
ideal-typical extremes. A second group of researchers emphasizes intra-
organizational variations in governance structures and practices. Scholars in this
tradition have produced a large variety of organizational typologies (for a still very
informative overview, see Scott 1981: Chapter A Ib), with Etzioni’s (1961) typology
probably being among the most influential.

' ICS/Department of Sociology, University of Groningen, Grote Rozenstraat 31, 9712 TG
Groningen, The Netherlands. Email. r.p.m.wittek@ppsw.rug.nl. The author gratefully
acknowledges financial support by the Netherlands Organization for Scientific Research
(NWO), grant number: 016.005.052 for parts of this research. The author would like to
thank Dorothea Jansen, Uwe Schimank and Thomas Grof3 for valuable comments on an
earlier version of this article.

3 Space limitations prohibit an extensive discussion of the debate on the different definitions
of the concept of governance.

*In this article, I will focus on the effects of organizational governance on performance,
cooperativeness and creativity of organizational members. The antecedents of different

forms of governance will receive less attention.
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I contend that all of these efforts suffer from two major shortcomings. First, they
exhibit considerable imprecisions with regard to the notion of “informal
governance” and its interrelationship with “formal governance”. This holds both
for typologies inspired by the distinction between market, network and hierarchy —
which is also increasingly considered as too coarse grained for the description of
the empirically observable forms of governance (Grandori 1997) — and typologies
of organizational control. Etzioni’s typology distinguishes between nine
organizational types of compliance relations based on the type of power (coercive,
remunerative and normative) and the type of involvement of organizational
members (alienative, calculative and moral) and is particularly instructive in this
respect. Etzioni (1961: 5) focuses on “power relations in organizations between
those higher and those lower in rank”. He points to the distinction between
normative power in vertical relationships (“pure normative power”) and horizontal
relationships (“social power™), and suggests that

“the power of an ‘informal’ or primary group over its members [...] becomes
organizational power only when the organization can influence the group’s
powers, as when a teacher uses the class climate to control a deviant child, or a
union steward agitates the members to use their informal power to bring the
deviant into line” (1961: 6).

However, rather than elaborating on this promising distinction and discussing
its implications for the interrelationship between formal and informal control,
Etzioni elects to “treat these two powers as belonging to the same category”
(1961: 6), because they rest on the same set of means (manipulation of symbolic
rewards). As a result, his typology makes it difficult to disentangle the concepts of
formal and informal control or governance both theoretically and empirically.

The second shortcoming is related to the inconsistencies with regard to the
theories of action that are used to conceptualize and model different forms of
governance. More specifically, three general theoretical frameworks seem to guide
research on governance. Each of them considers a different aspect of governance
to be the most crucial dimension. Rational choice theorists see governance
primarily as incentive structures that influence individual interests. Proponents of
culturalist explanations conceptualize governance primarily as the socialization
and internalization of norms and values, and consequently consider governance
practices as the definition of identities, the manipulation of symbols and cognition.
Finally, structuralists consider the behavior of individuals to be primarily
determined by their position in institutionalized power structures.

All three perspectives have produced numerous theoretical and empirical
studies on governance. On the theoretical level, the question of to what degree an
integration, or synthesis, of these approaches and their core elements — incentives,
norms, structures — into one single model is fruitful and possible (Lichbach 2003),
provoked two opposing answers. On the one hand, proponents of synthetic meta-
theoretical strategies suggest integrating elements of different paradigms into a
single approach. An example for such a synthetic effort in organization studies are
the attempts of some rational choice theorists to integrate structuralist (e.g., social
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networks) and normative (e.g.. framing effects) elements into their explanatory
framework (for an overview of such attempts see Wittek and Emnrm Noomcv.. On
the other hand, critics of synthetic approaches suggest that rivaling mmwma_mam
should not be combined, since the underlying assumptions often contradict each

other (Lichbach 2003: 141).

With regard to the problems that these theoretical inconsistencies an:wm m.mun
an empirical operationalization of different forms of governance, mﬁ_w:_ S
typology again provides an instructive m«mzﬁ_m. Em«o, the three w.oa.v of
“involvement” or action orientations (alienative, calculative and moral) represent
one of the two key dimensions of the organizational Qwo_omv\ of no::o_.. As m.oo:
(1981: Chapter A Ib) has remarked, rather than cﬂ:m Eammosam:r .co:_ GBwszonm
are highly correlated, because there is a strong reciprocal Eano_m:osmvﬁ _ungwo:
the type of sanctions and the type of E<o_<n.8m3. .>m a Rm.:_r the information
about the type of involvement offers little additional _.Eq.oa_m:oz once Em type &
sanction is known. Furthermore, rather than endogenizing the Bozé:w:m_ basis
for behavior in a theory of action, the typology cannot Q.SEQ the question of the
conditions under which specific types of motivation will be most mm:a:r.Ouw
major purpose of typologies of OammiN.mao:m_ governance and o.ono_ is to
identify the conditions under which a w&.:o:_mm type of governance is superior in
eliciting intelligent effort and commitment of its members. Hrnoa.:n& heuristics,
which include the outcome dimension into their typology of organizational forms,
are therefore not suited for our purposes.

In sum, what is needed is a more fine-grained, theory-guided heuristic .mom the
operationalization and description of different forms of governance allowing for
the distinction between formal and informal governance.

In what follows, I will first develop a heuristic that allows for a mv\m:ﬂ:ﬁ%
description of the key elements of the three approaches to governance. I wil
discuss the action theoretic, micro-foundations of a SmoQ om governance m:.a ﬁﬂo:
conceptualization of informal governance. wwwoa.oa this discussion, I will t Ms
develop a simple heuristic for the description of m_mﬂgﬁ. types of governance. ::
the third section, I will analyze the usefulness of the heuristic by applying it to the

example of a Dutch research organization.

2. Rationalist approaches to organizations

The theoretical foundation of rationalist approaches has been laid by ooo:o:n__n
theories, in particular agency theory, transaction cost theory, and mnonQ rig ﬁw
theory. These theories prefer a step-wise mEunowor to modeling economi
phenomena. They start with highly simplified assumptions about human nature (e.g.
full information of all actors or absence of transaction costs). These assumptions mwn
relaxed only at later stages of model building, if the simple model proves to be

insufficient.






