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Extended Abstract
Context

Our world is changing at ever-increasing rates and with that business environ-
ments are changing as well. The context of business life has changed drastically
over the last century, however the fundamentals of organisational constructs
have remained largely the same (Friesen, 2005; Ritzer, 1993). Task specialisa-
tion and hierarchic organisation structures are still the dominant forms of organis-
ational management today (Friesen, 2005; Pruijt, 2000). These principles were
developed and introduced in the times of Adam Smith and Frederic Winslow Tay-
lor!, when the technological, sociological and economical contexts of businesses
were completely different than those of today’s (Friesen, 2000; Mills, 1987).

One of the thoughts behind Taylorism is that for each task, the one best way is
designed and laid down in rules (Adler & Cole, 1995). In today’s world where in-
formation is considered a public good and decays at a rapid rate, the amount of
options that a manager is confronted with are abundant (Friesen, 2005). It is
therefore unthinkable that a manager can still choose the best possible answer to
every problem, standardize it, and then delegate the job to a specialised worker.
Furthermore, the decision-making capability of a person within an organisation is
dependant on the amount of information and subsequently the amount of options
a person must choose from (Friesen, 2005).

Although it was thought that Taylorism was diminishing over the last decades, it
actually was still in upswing during the ‘90s? (Ritzer, 1993; Schumann, 1994,
1998). It is strange to see that management constructs that date back centuries,
are still dominant in modern businesses, while they have reached, or possibly
passed, their limits in today’s world.

! Adam Smith (1723-1790), Frederick Winslow Taylor (1856-1915).
2 Think of the standardization as brought by McDonalds or the resurgence of the assembly line in the automobile industry
(Ritzer, 1993; Schumann, 1994, 1998).



This Paper

In this paper we claim that the conventional organisational paradigms as used
today, fall short in the turbulent environments of modern businesses. We assume
that the essence of organisational management is the decision-making process
(Lin, 2005; Scott, 1987; Simon, 1947). Decision-making is what keeps an organ-
isation alive and prosperous when coping with uncertainty in its environment (La-
gadec, 1982; Perrow, 1984). It is thought to be driven on and guided by informa-
tion flows that enter the organisation from its environment and are passed on to a
certain extent within the organisation’s structure®. Decision-making is thus influ-
enced heavily by the speed at which information can travel and the range of
people it can reach within an organisation. These two factors are thought to be
less positive in hierarchical structures as opposed to other structures such as
networks (Friesen, 2005; Mintzberg, 1971).

In the light of decision-making it is thus interesting to investigate organisational
structures and its effects on information flow. The dominant tayloristic thinking
limits the speed and efficiency with which organisations can respond to environ-
mental changes. Considering the specifics about information flows and decision-
making, we believe, and have found, that there must be organisational structures
that are at least as efficient as — if not more efficient than — conventional hierar-
chies.

We will first explain how business environments have changed over the years, by
elaborating on businesses’ sociological, technological and economical contexts.
Next we will put forward our reasoning on why conventional organisational con-
structs fall short on coping with the modern business environment of today. And
finally we will suggest a new way of organising corporate resources to cope with
external dynamics in a more productive way* using process hierarchies as an al-
ternative for the taylorist ‘command and control’ hierarchy and illustrate these
principles with the example of a large retail company.
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