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Organization Theory 

 
 

Thursdays 2:30 to 5:45PM 
Room TBD 
Fall 2020 

Instructor: Alessandro Iorio 
Email: TBD 

Office hours: by appointment (TBD) 

 

Course Overview: 

This course introduces central concepts in Organization Theory. The main objective of this 
course is to create a forum to discuss and develop an understanding of the different strategies 
organizational theorists use to explain organizational processes and develop theories that are as 
convincing as possible. We will read and discuss theoretical and empirical papers, both classic and 
contemporary, and identify the current frontier of the field. 

We will meet once a week and the class will be a discussion format. The selected topics are listed 
below. My hope is that after you complete this course, you will be a more thoughtful consumer of 
research on organizations, and, more generally, of social science research. While some of the 
research perspectives emphasized in this course may not suit your interests, as a participant in the 
scholarly community you should be able to understand the research of others and judge it on its 
own terms.   

 
Course Structure and Requirements: 

This course is a seminar. I may occasionally lecture on specific topics but the focus will be on 
developing an understanding of the material through discussion and debate. As such, it is essential 
that you come prepared having read all required readings prior to class. You should come to class 
with questions, topics, and issues to be raised for discussion. Such discussions are important to help 
you develop your own positions on some of the theories in the area. It is also important that you 
learn to orally engage with work. Therefore, your class participation will be graded. 

I assess discussion based on your active engagement with the readings and quality is assessed 
by relevance to discussion and NOT by whether your comment is “right” or “wrong.” Firstly, there 
is rarely a right or wrong answer for this kind of material. Secondly, I want the classroom to be a 
free learning space where you feel comfortable in asking for clarification and gaining assistance on 
a topic—in other words, you should feel ok to share your lack of understanding of any concept so 
asking questions is a form of participation. If you ever feel that the classroom experience is making 
you feel uncomfortable to ask questions, please let me know so I can make efforts to change the 
learning space to better accommodate such classroom engagement. 
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In addition to this form of participation, during the course, I will ask you to take on a variety of 
the different roles that an academic researcher must perform. The purpose of these different roles 
is to engage with research from a variety of different perspectives. We will divide the course time 
to first discuss the readings and then student research (i.e., long memos).  

1. On the first day of class, you should look at the titles of the papers listed in the syllabus. For 
each week (except Week 1 in which I will be leading the discussion), there will be two 
presenters one in the role of author and another in the role of reviewer.  

• Students in the role of author will present the papers for that week to the class in a 10–
15 minute presentation. The idea here is to assume the role of the author: pretend that 
you wrote the paper(s), you have ownership of it, and you are its champion. The 
presentation should explain what the research question is, why it is important, and what 
the theory and evidence are; imagine that this is a conference presentation. This 
presentation will be graded on how well you represent what the author was trying to do, 
and did. 

• Students in the role of reviewer will present a 5–10 minute critique of the paper(s).  Your 
job here is to assume the role of a reviewer for a journal. This critique should address 
such points as the quality and interest of the research question, the soundness and interest 
of the theoretical argument, and the quality of the evidence. Are there possible 
alternative explanations? Are there any critical flaws in the paper? 
 

2. Following the discussion of the readings, we will help students who have developed long 
memos to further their ideas. 

• Long Memos: For two of the topics students will prepare a detailed memo (4–5 pages). 
This paper should propose a new research project based on or inspired by your chosen 
topic. Your role here is that of researcher. This paper should include a statement of the 
new research question, an outline of the theoretical argument, and a discussion of what 
kinds of evidence you would collect/present. The paper should clearly identify what its 
contribution is relative to the existing topic. That might involve, for example, extending 
the theory to new domains, addressing unresolved theoretical questions, or resolving 
empirical ambiguities. You may think about this document as an extended abstract of a 
project that you may be presenting at an academic conference. The overall goal is to 
advance your understanding of one of the organizational theories that you find 
particularly useful in a way that can advance your own career ambitions as well. 
All memos are due 5 pm Wednesday before class. 

 
There will be a final exam on October 29. The exam will be structured in a set of open-ended 

questions in which students will critically evaluate theories and concepts covered during the 
course. 
 

Specific Course Requirements and Grading: 

Participation:   20% 
Long Memos:   30% 
Exam:     50% 
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Tips on Reading Academic Journal Articles 

 
 

Reading academic journal articles can seem like a daunting task: They are usually full of 
domain-specific jargon, complicated statistics, and what seems like irrelevant and complex 
information. Thus, a lot of the information may seem irrelevant—but (usually) it is not. The 
details that are presented will help you to determine how much stock to put into the research. The 
methodological and statistical details, in particular, provide vital information for determining an 
article’s strengths and weaknesses, and generally for determining whether it is an example of 
“good scholarship.” Therefore, it is important that you learn how to read journal articles so that 
you gain the relevant information, yet be aware of their limitations.  

A primary goal of this course is to get everyone up to speed with the skill of reading journal 
articles. We will discuss this at various points throughout the course, and you should feel free to 
ask any questions that you may have. Though you will develop your own strategy over time, it is 
useful to keep the following questions in mind when reading a given paper: 

1. Motivation: Why do the authors think that their topic or question is important?  What do 
the authors (implicitly or explicitly) regard as incomplete in existing research such that 
their research constitutes a significant contribution? 

2. Theory: What distinguishes the theoretical viewpoint of the authors under consideration?  
What causal mechanism or mechanisms do the authors focus on and why?  What are the 
potential advantages of a given focus and what are the drawbacks?   

3. Evidence: What types of evidence do the authors bring to bear to support their argument?  
Which sorts of analyses do you find most compelling and why? 

4. Big Picture: To what extent do you regard this article as making a significant contribution 
to the larger questions that animate research in “organization theory”?  How could the 
work have made a bigger contribution? 
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Course Schedule and Readings 

 
 

Week 1 Transaction Cost Approach, Carnegie School, & Contingency Theory 

 Coase, R.H. (1937). The nature of the firm. Economica, 4: 386–405. 

Williamson, O. E. (1981). Economics of Organization: The Transaction Cost 
Approach. American Journal of Sociology, 87(3):548–577. 

March, J. G., & Simon, H. (1958). Organizations. McGraw-Hill (Ch. 6: 
“Cognitive Limits on Rationality”). 

Cyert, R. & March, J. G. (1963). A Behavioral Theory of the Firm. Prentice-Hall 
(Ch. 7: A Summary of Basic Concepts). 

March, J. G. (1991). Exploration and exploitation in organizational learning. 
Organization Science, 2(1): 71–87. 

Nickerson, J. A., & Todd R. Z. (2004). A Knowledge-Based Theory of the Firm: 
The Problem-Solving Perspective. Organization Science, 15(6): 617–632.  

Gavetti, G., Levinthal, D., & Ocasio, W. (2007). Perspective—Neo-Carnegie: The 
Carnegie School’s Past, Present, and Reconstructing for the Future. 
Organization Science, 18(3): 523–536. 

Perrow, C. (1967). A framework for the comparative analysis of organizations. 
American Sociological Review, 32(2): 194–208. 

  
Week 2 Social Embeddedness 

 Baker, W. E. (1984). The social structure of a national securities market. American 
Journal of Sociology, 89(4): 775–811. 

Granovetter, M. (1985). Economic action and social structure: The problem of 
embeddedness. American Journal of Sociology, 91(3): 63–68. 

Powell, W. W. (1990). Neither market nor hierarchy: Network forms of 
organization. In B. M. Staw & L. L. Cummings (eds.), Research in 
Organization Behavior, Vol. 12: 295–336. Chicago: JAI Press. 
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Uzzi, B. (1997). Social structure and competition in interfirm networks: The 
paradox of embeddedness. Administrative Science Quarterly, 42(1): 35–67. 

Davis, G. F., & Greve, H. R. (1997). Corporate elite networks and governance 
changes in the 1980s. American Journal of Sociology, 103(1): 1–37. 

Ingram, P., & Roberts, P. W. (2000). Friendships among competitors in the 
Sydney hotel industry. American Journal of Sociology, 106(2): 387–423. 

  
Week 3 Neo-Institutionalism 

 Meyer, J. W., & Rowan, B. (1977). Institutionalized organizations: Formal 
structure as myth and ceremony. American Journal of Sociology, 83(2): 340–
363. 

DiMaggio, P. J., & Powell, W. W. (1983). The iron cage revisited: Institutional 
isomorphism and collective rationality in organizational fields. American 
Sociological Review, 48(2): 147–160. 

Suchman, M. (1995). Managing legitimacy: Strategic and institutional 
perspectives. Academy of Management Review, 20(3): 571–611. 

Edelman, L. B., Uggen, C., & Erlanger, H. S. (1999). The endogeneity of legal 
regulation: Grievance procedures as rational myth. American Journal of 
Sociology, 105(2): 406–454. 

Rao, H., Monin, P., & Durand, R. (2003). Institutional change in Toque Ville: 
Nouvelle cuisine as an identity movement in French gastronomy. American 
Journal of Sociology, 108(4): 795–843. 

Selznick, P. (1996). Institutionalism ''old'' and ''new.'' Administrative Science 
Quarterly, 41(2): 270–277. 

  

Week 4 Organizational Ecology 

 Hannan, M. T., & Freeman, J. (1977). The population ecology of organizations. 
American Journal of Sociology, 82(5): 929–964. 
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Carroll, G. R. (1985). Concentration and specialization: Dynamics of niche width 
in populations of organizations. American Journal of Sociology, 90(6): 1262–
1283. 

Carroll, G. R. & Swaminathan, A. (2000). Why the microbrewery movement? 
Organizational dynamics of resource partitioning in the US brewing industry. 
American Journal of Sociology, 106(3): 715–762. 

Negro, G., Hannan, M. T., & Rao, H. (2011). Category reinterpretation and 
defection: Modernism and tradition in Italian winemaking. Organization 
Science, 22(6): 1449–1463. 

  

Week 5 Power & Resource Dependence Theory 

 Pfeffer, J. & Salancik, G. (1978). The External Control of Organizations. New 
York: Harper and Row (Ch. 3-4: pp. 39–91). 

Cook, K. S., Emerson, R. M., & Gillmore, M. R. (1983). The distribution of power 
in exchange networks: Theory and experimental results. American Journal of 
Sociology, 89(2): 275–305. 

Casciaro, T., & Piskorski, M. (2005). Power imbalance, mutual dependence, and 
constraint absorption: A closer look at resource dependence theory. 
Administrative Science Quarterly, 50(2): 167–199. 

Gulati, R., & Sytch, M. (2007). Dependence asymmetry and joint dependence in 
interorganizational relationships: Effects of embeddedness on a 
manufacturer's performance in procurement relationships. Administrative 
Science Quarterly, 52(1): 32–69. 

Davis, G. F., & Cobb, J. (2010). Resource Dependence Theory: Past and future. 
Research in the Sociology of Organizations, 28: 21–42. 

  

Week 6 Social Networks & Status 

 Granovetter, M. (1973). The strength of weak ties. American Journal of Sociology, 
78(6): 1360–1380. 

Coleman, J. (1988). Social capital in the creation of human capital. American 
Journal of Sociology, 94: S95–S120. 
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Hansen, M. T. (1999). The search-transfer problem: The role of weak ties in 
sharing knowledge across organization subunits. Administrative Science 
Quarterly, 44(1): 82–111. 

Burt, R. S. (2004). Structural holes and good ideas. American Journal of 
Sociology, 110(2): 349–399. 

Benjamin, B. A., & Podolny, J. M. (1999). Status, quality, and social order in the 
California wine industry. Administrative Science Quarterly, 44(3): 563–589. 

Stuart, T. E., Hoang, H., & Hybels, R. C. (1999). Interorganizational endorsements 
and the performance of entrepreneurial ventures. Administrative Science 
Quarterly, 44(2): 315–349. 

Podolny, J. M. (2001). Networks as the pipes and prisms of the market. American 
Journal of Sociology, 107(1): 33–60. 

Phillips, D. J., & Zuckerman, E. W. (2001). Middle-status conformity: Theoretical 
restatement and empirical demonstration in two markets. American Journal 
of Sociology, 107(2): 379–429. 
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