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Prologue

As we write our final words in this thesis, it is not only the thesis that has
come to an end, but also the four and a half years at Linköping University.
Therefore, when trying to sum up the last two months of work with this
research, we easily slip into looking back at our entire education.
Sentimental as one can be faced with a separation like this, it is also with a
sense of relief that we hand in our Master thesis in January, year 2000. This
situation is what we indirectly have striven for since we started here in
1995, but also the situation that we never thought would come. At that
time, conducting a research of this kind seemed as an impossible task – a
task that we now have accomplished. It has been hard work of course, filled
with re-questioning, re-writing, and re-reading. However, with the finishing
line in sight we found some spare energy to once again re-question, re-
write, and re-read. Hopefully, this seemingly never-ending process has had
positive effects on the presentation and results of our research. As blind as
we are to the possible defects in our work at this point, we do dare to say
that we think so...

Before entering the actual thesis, we would like to thank our tutor Peter
Gustavsson at Linköping University, foremost for asking the right
questions when they were needed the most. Also, great thanks for the
support you have given us when not even we knew how to cope with our
own turbulent environment and our constantly changing thesis.

In addition, we address a “thank you” to the students who have participated
in our seminars during the last two months. You have made these months
not only productive, but also very enjoyable.

Not to be forgotten – we thank each other for surviving these days in the
company of just the two of us!

Linköping, January 7th, 2000

Carina Hedlöf & Ulrika Janson
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1 INTRODUCTION

1.1 Why read this chapter?

When opening up a book or a thesis not knowing what it will offer, we all
have a tendency to give it a minute or two, just to check if it is interesting
or not. Therefore, we will start by presenting the objective of this research,
which is to investigate how an organisation can cope with its turbulent
environment. Thereby, you already know what you are about to learn, and
hopefully you find this new knowledge just as interesting as we do. In this
chapter we would like to present the background of the research and the
relevance of it, which ultimately lead to the exact purpose of our thesis. As
an attempt to avoid misunderstandings of the meaning of our purpose, we
have dedicated a section to limitations, i.e. to what we in this thesis not
have focused on. In addition, a presentation of the chapters constituting this
thesis will be given, as well in words as schematically.

1.2 Background

Technical wonders appear overnight.
Aggressive global competitors arrive on the scene.

Organizations are restructured.
Markets appear and fade.

(D’Aveni, 1994 p. 1)

This is an example of what many organisations performing in a turbulent
environment are faced with. It is an environment where constant changes
are a natural part of the business and where these changes very seldom are
possible to predict. It is an environment where the market stability is
constantly threatened by new products, new technologies, and new
competitors. (D’Aveni, 1994) It is an environment where coping with
turbulence is the essence of survival (Hardy, 1995).

It seems as this is an environment where no company can keep a lead
position. However, it can – through coping with turbulence.

That we live in a turbulent environment is something that numerous writers
have claimed during the past century. They emphasise that the change they
experienced, whether it was during the 60s, 70s, 80s or 90s, was more
turbulent than ever, and that the stability, which was offered before, was
forever lost. (Mintzberg, 1993) Regardless if the environment is more
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turbulent today than before, the present situation does impose a new
framework for how to survive in today’s turbulent environment. The
constant changes and unpredictability mentioned above indicate that
yesterday’s strategy might backfire on oneself tomorrow. Relying on long-
term plans, visions, mission statements, and consensus decision making is
therefore not the recipe anymore (Stacey, 1992b).

Obviously, these constant changes, unpredictability and vanishing stability
do cause problems for the organisations and hence, the turbulent
environment is not easy to cope with. We as humans bear a natural
resistance to the unknowable and unpredictable, but it seems as this time
we can neither run nor hide, or as Conner puts it:

“Change is upon us [and]
stability is no longer the prevalent condition of our age”

(Conner, 1998 p.1)

1.3 Problem discussion

Looking back at the rapid changes, there are different reasons to why
changes affect the organisations as they do. In this thesis the reason lies in
the fact that technical innovation and product development in a turbulent
environment are constantly pushing the organisations to move forward, i.e.
to present new or improved products. To do this, the organisations have to
change in order to cope with the increased pressure from the environment.
Earlier the assumption has been that an organisation fluctuates between
longer periods of stability or equilibrium and short and radical periods of
change (Romanelli & Tushman, 1994, Miller & Friesen, 1984). In this era
of Newtonian view, planning the future, i.e. planning for the next product
etc. was not a problem. The environment was mostly stable and
predictable. But, as we said above, in a turbulent environment the “old”
way of planning does not seem to work anymore. Therefore, numerous
researchers, CEOs and businessmen have tried to approach the problem in
different ways through developing new strategies (e.g. Brown &
Eisenhardt, 1998; Chakravarthy, 1997; D’Aveni, 1994), new organisational
theories (e.g. Tetenbaum, 1998; Hock, 1998) or new paradigms (e.g.
Tetenbaum, 1998; Stacey, 1992b).

These researchers, CEOs, and businessmen approaching the difficulties of
performing in a turbulent environment, assume certain conditions
prevailing in this environment. In order to understand their discussions, we
have to take a step back and ask what a turbulent environment actually
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means. Therefore, what characterises a turbulent environment and what
makes an environment turbulent?

As we said earlier, for decades it has been claimed that the environment is
“more turbulent than ever” and that change is becoming increasingly
relevant. So when change is part of the environment, what different views
are there of change? What views of change are consistent with the views of
the turbulent environment?

When researchers, CEOs, and businessmen develop strategies,
organisational theories or even new paradigms, they focus on different
factors that are more or less relevant. Brown & Eisenhardt (1998)
developed their time-pacing strategy, Hock (1998) introduced a chaordic
organisation, and Stacey (1992a) argued that having a solid corporate
culture is impossible for an organisation operating in a turbulent
environment. But except for strategy, organisation, and corporate culture,
what other factors can offer guidance when trying to understand how
organisations can cope with a turbulent environment?

If there are certain factors to be found as relevant, we are curious to
research how different authors approach these factors. Furthermore, are
there differences and similarities in how these factors are approached?
We would like to summarise what we just have discussed in two clusters of
questions. As we proceed, we need to answer all of these in order to fulfil
the purpose of this thesis, which is presented in the next section. The
answers to the first cluster of questions provide us with the essential
understanding for the context we are working in; turbulent environment
and change:

What characterises a turbulent environment?
 What makes an environment turbulent?
 With change as being part of the environment, how is change
theoretically looked upon?

 What views of change are consistent with the characteristics of a
turbulent environment?

With a thorough understanding for the turbulent environment and change,
we will continue by looking at how an organisation can cope with this
environment. In order to do so, we believe that our second cluster of
questions can be of great help:
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What is to be considered when coping with this environment?
 What factors can offer guidance?
 How are these factors approached in contemporary literature?
 Are there differences and similarities to be found?

With the help from these questions, what conclusion can be drawn, i.e. how
can an organisation cope with a turbulent environment?

1.4 Purpose

The purpose of this thesis is to define a turbulent environment and identify
how an organisation can cope with this environment.

We aim at fulfilling our purpose through an examination of contemporary
literature, in which we will study, systemise, and compare the similarities
and differences in how a turbulent environment is defined and how an
organisation can cope with this turbulent environment.

1.5 Limitations

As we said in our purpose, we are going to examine contemporary
literature. By contemporary we mean written material from the 1990s.
Exclusively examining contemporary literature is here only valid for the
literature that we will use in chapter six, i.e. the articles that we will
systemise and compare in order to understand how a turbulent environment
is to be coped with. However, we do need a deep understanding for the area
of turbulence, change, and possible guiding factors and therefore we will
also have to study literature that is not only contemporary.

In this thesis we see an organisation as one entity. Therefore, when talking
about organisations we will not analyse or investigate the perspective of the
individuals acting in them.

When examining contemporary literature, we are only interested in the
authors’ results and solutions. That means that we will not present their
empirical studies or the background stories of their research. We do not
find this necessary in order to fulfil the purpose our thesis.
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1.6 Disposition

This section is meant to give you as a reader a comprehensible picture of
the thesis and it will therefore be described in words as well as
schematically (figure 1.1). The reader of this thesis is by us considered to
be a person who has a pre-insight in the area of business economics. The
reason for directing the scope of this thesis to a specific group of people is
that we want to justify why some of the fundamental terminology used is
not defined in depth.

Chapter one gives an introduction to the area of research. Here we look at
the background of our chosen research, the questions we intend to find an
answer to, the purpose of this thesis and its limitations. Finally, the
disposition of our thesis is presented. In chapter two we discuss different
traditional ways of perceiving science and present our approach to science
and to this research. This is followed by chapter three, which more
thoroughly describes the practical procedures involved and used in our
research.

In chapter four we investigate the environment and more exactly what
turbulence stands for and in connection to this, what different views of
change there are. In addition, we introduce important aspects of the
environment that we are to further investigate in chapter six. In chapter five
we present what organisational factors that are helpful to consider when
analysing how to cope with a turbulent environment. The next chapter,
chapter six, is to be seen as our empirical findings, i.e. how the authors of
eight selected articles representing contemporary literature approach the
aspects of the environment presented in chapter four and the organisational
factors presented in chapter five.

Chapter four, five, and six each have a final section called “Chapter…in a
nutshell”. In these sections we summarise what we have gone through and
answer our problem questions, if possible. This, as an attempt to make sure
that our reader understands not only the chapter, but also the chapter’s role
in the entire thesis.

In chapter seven we analyse the findings from chapter six in combination
with our theoretical findings in chapter four and five. We aim at finding an
answer to how an organisation can cope with its turbulent environment,
where the examined factors will be used as guidance. The conclusion you
will find in chapter eight, which also can be read right after chapter one,
illustrated by the arrow in our schemata. In the final chapter, chapter nine,
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we have chosen to reflect on what we have learned while conducting our
research. We will also give suggestions on further research areas, which we
have been confronted with during our research, but which we neither had
the time nor the possibility to investigate more thoroughly.

Finally, we wish you a pleasant reading!

1. Introduction

8. Conclusion

2. Our Approach to Science

3. Our Method and Procedures

4. The Environment 5. The Organisation

6. Contemporary
Literature

7. Analysis

9. Some final reflections and
suggestions on further research

Figure 1.1: Disposition of the thesis Source: own
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2 OUR APPROACH TO SCIENCE

2.1 Why read this chapter?

In this chapter we will examine different approaches to science and
additionally give our own approach to science and in turn to this research.
To make our discussions more comprehensible, we
will use examples coming from the art of wine tasting.
Trying different sorts of wine makes it possible to
compare the tastes, put them in their contexts, and
finally to put words to the characteristics. This
provided that the wine has not made you dizzy and
confused. This is our aim with the wine analogy – to
facilitate the reading of this chapter and not make our reader confused. In
accordance to wine tasting, we here need to take a look at different
approaches to science, compare them, put them in the context of this thesis,
and put words to our own approach. This is foremost important in order to
understand the upcoming chapters.

2.2 What is science?

If you were to ask a wine taster if her (we assume that it is a she) profession
is scientific in any way the answer would most probably be “yes, of
course”. If you were to ask us if this thesis is scientific in any way our
answer would also be “yes, of course”. However, the scientific differences,
and similarities as we will see later on, are considerable. We do not intend
to provide the reader with a definition of the wine taster’s scientific
approach, but comparing the obvious differences and similarities can be
helpful when giving our own interpretation of science.

Halvorsen’s definition is that science is to create new knowledge and
systemise it in such a way that we can understand reality. Furthermore, he
argues that science is about remaining critical to dogmas, statements, and
established truths. (Halvorsen, 1992) As we interpret it, there are obviously
generally accepted definitions of reality that we are to understand,
knowledge that we are to create, and established truths that we are to
remain critical to. This is also confirmed by Wiedersheim-Paul and
Eriksson, who argue that science is about re-examining present ’truths’,
opinions, and methods (Wiedersheim-Paul & Eriksson, 1991).
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This far we accept that there to some degree exist so called “present truths”
that we shall remain critical to. As far as this thesis is concerned we do not
intend to overthrow these “truths”, but rather to increase our own
knowledge and hopefully also the reader’s knowledge in the area of our
research. This is what Kuhn calls “normal science” (Lundahl & Skärvad,
1992). The purpose of this type of science is to clarify the ideas and
theories that already exist within a certain paradigm. The term paradigm is
defined as “…the dominating way of working and thinking within a certain
science during a certain period of time. The paradigms are not explicitly
formulated, since they represent the sum of research praxis within the
area.” (Halvorsen, 1992 p. 35, own translation). Through a very dramatic
revolution, one paradigm can be replaced by another and, referring to
Kuhn, this represents the ultimate development of knowledge. (Halvorsen,
1992). As we will see further on in our research, there have been similar
changes in the way the business environment and how an organisation is to
cope with this environment is scientifically looked upon. At least, that is
what some researchers argue.

In accordance with Halvorsen’s definition of science, we will systemise
existing knowledge in the area of coping with turbulent environments and
thereby contribute to new knowledge and understanding in the field. This
gives an indication on how we view the development of knowledge. We
mean that it can happen normally, i.e. cumulative, as well as revolutionary.
The former is simply a precondition for the latter. This is also the fact
considering the literature we have examined in this research. However,
even if our references are of both characters, this thesis is to be seen as an
example of normal science and as a period of cumulative development of
knowledge.

There also exist paradigms in the very area of science; meaning the way
science per se can be dealt with. Two of them are positivism and
hermeneutic, which we will describe and depart from in the next section.

2.3 Positivism and hermeneutic

In this section, we intend to take a leap from the two paradigms of science
to be able to give our own interpretation and view of them. The two can be
said to be each other’s opposites, why it is necessary to have an
understanding for both when we later on present our standpoint.
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The positivistic approach or method of science has its origin in the 1830s
and was brought into this world by the French philosopher Comte. He
meant that in science we shall depart from given and observed facts and
through these be able to draw conclusions and generate knowledge about
universal causal connections. Hereby we shall also be able to predict and
actively influence future events and incidents. (Andersen, 1994) In the
context of the positivistic method, everything that can not be verified or
falsified through observations or empirical experiences shall not be called
science. This is by the positivist said to be metaphysics and includes
religious, speculative and idealistic assumptions. The aim is to find causal
connections and laws in science, i.e. to be able to explain the physical
reality in terms of “cause and effect”. (Andersson, 1979; Lundahl &
Skärvad, 1992; Halvorsen, 1992) Regarding positivism and the wine taster
and her wine, the wine will have the alcohol percentage that the wine
chemist planned as he produced it (whether we like it or not).

Now, when the wine taster tastes and evaluates the wine she interprets the
wine on the basis of her own subjective opinion. Does that mean that wine
tasting is not science? According to the hermeneutic approach or method of
science it is. This hermeneutic approach to science developed in the late
18th century (Anderson, 1979) as problems arose when people tried to
interpret older traditional documents and literature. Since every text had a
writer, who influenced the outcome with his or her personal and subjective
attitude, the interpreter needed to reconstruct this attitude in order to fully
understand the meaning of the text. In the end, the aim was still to have a
unitary and unanimous interpretation of what the initial writer intended to
communicate. In the 19th century the use of the hermeneutic approach was
extended to also cover research in social science. There was a need to
understand all different kinds of phenomena created by humans, which
included as well humanistic as social science. (Andersen, 1994)

In contrast to the positivistic method, the hermeneutic approach assumes
that there is an interconnection between physical and social phenomena and
therefore we can not separate the two. (Andersson, 1979) In reference to
our wine analogy, this means that even though a certain wine in a certain
bottle has the exact same ingredients (the physical phenomenon), it is
interpreted and defined (the social phenomenon) in different ways by
different people. It also works the other way around, the same wine can be
kept in different packages (physical phenomena), e.g. a bottle, a Tetra-
Pak®, or a carafe, and still be interpreted and defined (social phenomenon)
in the same way. Additionally, to be able to include the social aspect, we as
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researchers need to participate and stay as close as possible to the area of
research, which is inconsistent with the positivistic approach (Andersson,
1979).

The base line in the hermeneutic approach is that whenever examining a
physical phenomenon, we as researchers need to be aware of and take the
social aspect into account. The emphasis on the particular and the
exceptional leads to a relativistic perspective of social life, which is not
consistent with the positivistic approach. All “truths” are dependent on the
particular and exceptional situations and circumstances and therefore need
to be put in relation to the latter. Furthermore, in the hermeneutic approach
it is necessary that we take our feelings into account when acting as
researchers. Our feelings can give us knowledge that we can not gain only
through reasoning, which contradicts the need for separation between
feelings and reasoning in the positivistic approach. (Andersson, 1979)

The positivistic goal concerning the development of knowledge is to be
able to draw general conclusions from specific observations. This norm is
also related to the fact that the positivistic researcher needs to make a
distinction between physical and social phenomena. If particular and
exceptional circumstances were regarded in the analysis, the researcher
would not be able to draw these general conclusions that are the goal of
science. In this manner, we shall also be able to make correct reproduction
of reality and the way things “are”. (Andersson, 1979)

The hermeneutic approach on the other hand, says that it is the particular
and exceptional that makes science valuable and meaningful. We have to
consider the part as a contribution to the whole and therefore we can not
understand the whole without understanding the part. Here it is not a
question of being able to reproduce reality, but rather to interpret it.
(Andersson, 1979)

2.3.1 Where do we stand?

After describing the two big paradigms, we will now present our point of
view in this matter. What appeals to us in the positivistic method is that it
leads to “a right” and “a wrong”, i.e. the results can be verified and falsified
and thereby said to be right or wrong. Since the hermeneutic approach
takes subjectivity and social phenomena into account, this limits the pure
forms of right and wrong.
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However, as far as this research is concerned, it is not a matter of finding “a
right” or “a wrong”. Nor is it a matter of being able to draw general
conclusions from specific observations, as the positivistic method purposes.
We aim at researching and systemising contemporary literature, which
inevitable calls for an understanding and an interpretation of the literature.
When doing this, we are aware of that the outcome will be affected by us as
individuals and our personal attitudes (see section 2.4). Furthermore, the
literature we have examined has also been influenced by its writers and
their individual approach and interpretation in their research. We do
however remain critical to the writings and thereby aim at developing a
balance between the physical and social phenomena.

In sum, the focus on understanding and interpretation, the balance between
physical and social phenomena, and the awareness of the part and the
whole lead us to have an approach that to a large degree resembles the
hermeneutic.

2.4 Pre-understanding and prejudice

Remember the wine taster. When tasting the wine, her judgement is highly
individual. She uses her very personal taste to provide the wine with a
certain name and certain characteristic. In her profession she is
accompanied by people who all use the same terminology to be able to
compare different wines and tastes. But how do we know that they all mean
the same when saying spicy, fruity etc? Basically it is not possible to know
that they do, but according to the hermeneutic method this influence of the
wine taster’s feelings and personal interpretations can only add more
knowledge to the research and shall therefore not be rejected as being non-
science. What we also shall be aware of is that the wine taster has a pre-
understanding and prejudice against certain wines. Maybe she went to a
really boring party in her youth and had a bottle of La Garonne to drink.
Probably, consciously or unconsciously, she is not very likely to judge this
wine positively in the nearest future. We do also have some kind of pre-
understanding and prejudice, not only about wine, but also concerning the
scope of this research and therefore the matter deserves a discussion in this
chapter.

When we started this research we had a pre-understanding in the subject.
For instance, during our bachelor’s thesis we got an insight in the subject at
our case company at the time and there developed a great interest in change
and turbulent environments. Holme and Solvang say that our pre-
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understanding, coming from e.g. prior experiences, education or other
studies, is an “objective” starting point for the research. In addition, they
say that we also have more subjective prejudice that affect the research.
These are more socially grounded and involve values and personal norms.
(Holme & Solvang, 1991)

We see it as something positive to have had a pre-understanding in this area
of research. It has helped us when looking for material, when deciding
what to read in the literature, and when having an idea of how to analyse it.
As we have moved on, our pre-understanding has developed into pure
understanding and this has in turn become new pre-understanding when
approaching new material. This is called the hermeneutic spiral.
(Widersheim-Paul & Eriksson, 1991)

Regarding our prejudice we have remained more critical to its existence in
this study. We believe that the fact that there are two authors writing this
thesis and who also have different prejudice has limited the possible effect
of these subjective mindsets. For example, in our discussions and analyses
it has been difficult to have an opinion without a solid argument as
justification. In the same conscious manner that we have aimed at
excluding our prejudice, we have purposely included and used our pre-
understanding in our methodology and our discussions. We have also
directed this thesis to a specific group of people, with the intention that this
group to a large degree has a similar pre-understanding as we do. In the
cases where we anticipated that our pre-understandings might have
differed, we have more thoroughly explained our thoughts and discussions.

2.5 Consequences of our approach to science

As we said in section 2.2, we see this research as foremost being a period
of cumulative development of knowledge. Our contribution to the field of
research is that we have put the existing theories and literature in a
comparative and analysing perspective. Per se, we have not created any
new theories or changed the existing ones, but rather interpreted them and
put them in a by us chosen context. Our analysis and conclusions will be
the focus for our contribution and development of knowledge. Even though
we do not consider this thesis to be of any revolutionary character, maybe it
can be of use in possible future revolutionary science.

The fact that we in this research have a hermeneutic approach means that
we do not intend to prove anything through explaining or developing
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universal causal connections. It is especially difficult to even talk about
“cause and effect” concerning a turbulent environment and an organisation.
If there were a relationship between the two, the organisation would not
have any difficulties in dealing with its fast-changing environment. This is
confirmed by Beckham, who says that “change has been making a fool of
cause and effect” (Beckham, 1998a p. 1). Therefore, we see it as inevitable
to have another approach than an interpreting and understanding one.

2.5.1 Consequences on the objectivity in this study

Within natural science and hence the positivistic method it is necessary and
feasible that the researcher’s values and personal opinions do not influence
the results of the research. However, when conducting a research and
having a hermeneutic approach it is impossible to fully separate facts and
values, i.e. to remain totally objective. (Lundahl & Skärvad, 1992)

We accept the fact and agree on that full objectivity is very difficult to
achieve in social science. Arbnor and Bjerke claim that since we as humans
always use our values and perceptions when interpreting and defining our
reality, it is impossible for objectivity to exist. However, by being
conscious of our values and perceptions and presenting them explicitly we
can legitimise and reduce the negative impact the absence of full
objectivity has on the study. (Arbnor & Bjerke, 1994)

When we have presented our standpoint concerning our scientific approach
suitable for this research we have done so influenced by our individual
perceptions. Regarding the choice of method and procedures (see chapter
three), the selection of literature and the interpretation of it, the final
conclusions etc., this has been done correspondingly. The goal is however
to employ our choices, interpretations, and feelings in a constructive
manner, with the consequence that we have to clearly describe our
proceedings and standpoints. This we believe gives the reader the chance to
determine the correctness of our analysis, discussions, and results on
his/her own and has been an attempt from our side to legitimise and reduce
the negative impact the absence of full objectivity could have had on this
research.

In sum, and as a consequence of the discussion above, the term full
objectivity is not relevant in our case. Rather we aim at finding
comprehensiveness as an art of objectivity in our research, i.e. that facts
and descriptions are presented in their correct and true form. Additionally,
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we aim at intersubjectivity as another art of objectivity, i.e. that the people
we direct this thesis to (section 1.6) shall be able to come to same
conclusions as we have when using the same methods (Lundahl & Skärvad,
1992). As we see it, this is as far as objectivity goes when having a
hermeneutic approach.
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3 OUR METHOD AND PROCEDURES

3.1 Why read this chapter?

In this chapter we will present why we have written a thesis
of this kind, how we have approached the problem and how
we have been critical to our work and our procedures. We
will conclude this chapter with some methodological
reflections including the generalisability and reliability of
this research. Our intention is to in beforehand answer some

of the methodological questions that may arise when reading the rest of the
thesis.

3.2 The reason for a literature study

One aspect of this thesis that we find relevant, is why we decided to
conduct a literature study in this field. There are two main reasons. The
first one is that we recently did a research at a big company where we
collected a great portion of empirical data. Now in this research we wanted
to see what we could accomplish through using written material only, i.e.
not using any interviews. Secondly, as we conducted the previous research
we developed a great interest in the area that is of focus this time. At this
company, which is competing in a very fast-changing environment, there
was a need to either find stability or at least to find something that could
replace the lost stability. Some of the people there said that uncertainty, as
well externally as internally, was the root of the problem. It came natural to
us to try to figure out how organisations can cope with turbulence, and with
the first reason in mind, what the books have to say about it.

3.3 Our approach to the literature

Not only were we influenced by the findings in our previous research, we
also got an insight in the subject of change and turbulent environments in
our strategy course at Linköping University. We departed from many of the
theories presented in the course to be able to create a platform for our own
study. We also used the Internet and other search engines available at the
library at Linköping University to find relevant (and sometimes not so
relevant) books and articles. Primary, our keywords have been
organisational change, uncertainty, turbulent environment, stability and
instability, fast-changing, chaos and complexity. As we have found
valuable information, we have used the references in these books and
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articles to guide us when looking for new material. This has included as
well searching for specific magazines or journals as well as for the specific
authors’ work. In addition, we have borrowed books and articles from
personal contacts.

The literature in this thesis can be divided into three groups with different
purposes to fulfil. The first group of literature belongs to chapter two and
three and has been used to create an understanding for science and
methodology, which is necessary when conducting a study of this size. The
second group belongs to chapter four and five, in which the literature serve
as a base for our theoretical discussions concerning a turbulent
environment, change, and guiding factors helpful to pay attention to when
operating in a turbulent environment. Finally, in the third group we find
eight articles, which constitute our sixth chapter, and which have also been
the focus of this thesis. We have collected the work of numerous
contemporary authors and systemised their theories in the field in a
comprehensible manner. For further description of how we have selected
the guiding factors and the eight articles will be found below section 5.4
and 6.2.

Non of our theoretical sources were not originally collected to serve this
research. These kind of sources are said to be secondary sources
(Wiedersheim-Paul & Eriksson, 1991).

3.4 A discussion around language

As we have said before, in our research we have only used written material
to obtain the information needed. That has lead us to this section - how we
have interpreted the language used in the literature. We hope that no one
expects to be given a lecture in grammar or in the rules of using a certain
language, since that is not to be presented here.

First, almost all of the literature used for the scope of this research (except
chapter two and three) has been written in English. This has resulted in that
we chose to write the entire thesis in English. If we would have to translate
all the definitions and explanations given by the authors we anticipated that
we could have misinterpreted the original meaning. Also, different
languages use different expressions for different words, and we did not
want to lose the variety of the English language. This we believe is of great
importance when only using literature and not interviews in a study. During
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interviews the interviewer can interpret not only the words, but also the
sound of the voice and the interviewee’s body language. This is something
we are left without.

We have dedicated a lot of time to define words and concepts in this thesis,
since many of the ones we analyse and use are new not to only us, but also
to our readers. Other words are “linguistically legitimised”, meaning that
these words are socially defined and built into our social life and
conversations (Arbnor & Bjerke, 1994). There is a general acceptance of
what the word means and therefore not defined further by us. Some of
these words are familiar only to people who have an insight in the area of
business of economics, which is why we have directed this thesis foremost
to this group of people.

Finally, with the hermeneutic approach taken, we do not think that there is
only one correct reading and definition of a text. However, we strive at
interpreting our literature in the way the author intended, and in the way
that most people interpret it. In turn, our ambition is to bring this research
forward in the most objective manner in order for the reader to be able to
follow our interpretations and judge our results.

3.5 Generalisability and reliability

3.5.1 Generalisability of our study

Merriam defines generalisability as the possibility to apply the results from
one study on another context or situation (Merriam, 1994). Our results and
analyses are specific for an organisation performing in a turbulent
environment and can therefore not be applied on a stable or any other
environment. However, to say that the conclusions we have drawn are the
general answers to how to cope with a turbulent environment might be too
drastic. We have to go back to our hermeneutic approach and the fact that
we are conducting a literature study. Our results are thereby a consequence
of which authors we have referred to, their opinions and in turn our
interpretation and systematisation of these. As long as the reader finds the
circumstances and conditions given in the concluding model to be of
correspondence to his/her own situation the results shall be applicable. We
leave this for the reader to decide, since it is impossible for us to have an
insight in his/her individual situation. We strongly do believe though that
the factors we have analysed and discussed are of great importance to pay
attention to for any organisation competing in a turbulent environment.
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3.5.2 Reliability of our study

With a hermeneutic approach as we have, some argue that reliability is not
relevant to discuss. Merriam says that reliability is about to what extent the
results of a study can be repeated by someone else. A high degree of
reliability means that if we were to repeatedly research the same
phenomenon, we would all come to the same results. (Merriam, 1994)
From a hermeneutic point of view, there are numerous interpretations to
make of one phenomenon and thereby different researchers come to
different results. The reliability has therefore lost some of its meaning.
However, we believe that the topic deserves a discussion in this chapter,
not only with Merriam’s definition in mind, but also when referring to
Halvorsen, who says that reliability is the degree of trustworthiness of a
study (Halvorsen, 1992).

As far as the trustworthiness of this literature study is concerned, our
personal interpretation of the literature could be discussed. Our aim has
been to in chapter four, five, and six (and elsewhere of course), give a
correct reproduction of the books and articles used. If the reader wishes, he
or she can easily look up our sources and decide if our reproduction is
satisfying. Concerning if the study can be repeated, we believe that this
also can be done and again we mainly have the three previously mentioned
chapters in mind. Now, in our analysis and conclusions we as researchers
have had greater influence on the outcome. However, by remaining critical
to the sources and by presenting our thoughts throughout the discussions,
we believe that the trustworthiness has increased. Also, we have planned
this research rigorously, gone through extensive literature, and analysed the
material in depth. We are convinced that this has strengthened the
reliability and the chances of repeating the study by someone with the same
approach as we have.

3.6 Criticism towards our method

We have put a lot of effort into explaining what we have done, why we
have done it and how we have done it. In this sense, this and the previous
chapters play a big role. However, we have made a few choices along the
road that can be discussed.

First, one could say that we did not collect the “right” literature. In our
search we have checked and read many, many, many articles and books.
We are aware of the fact that we subjectively have chosen the ones that
later on have been present in this thesis. We believe though that this
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material has been sufficient for fulfilling our purpose and for conducting a
Master thesis.

Second, one could argue that we should have adopted a positivistic
approach in order to explain and find universal causal connections in the
area of research. In that case, we think that we would have ended up in a
situation that is not compatible with our purpose. In this research, there is a
need for understanding and interpretation, which makes it impossible to
separate the physical and social phenomena. In addition, to make our
results quantifiable might have contributed to someone’s satisfaction, but
would also have demanded a larger number of articles read. We do not
think that a larger number of articles would have given us further help to
fulfil our purpose.

Finally, and as Van de Ven says, when “borrowing concepts from different
theories without understanding the theoretical ‘roots’ of these concepts can
produce confounded explanations” (Van de Ven, 1995 p. 3). This is of
course an imperfection in our study. For example, we could have gone
through literature in the field of psychology and cognition, the IT- and
telecom industry, and more thoroughly investigated the area of strategy and
innovations. This has not been practicably achievable and must be seen as a
limitation. Our belief is however that by collecting a wide range of authors’
work and by constantly analysing and remaining critical to our sources has
reduced this limitation.

Knowing how we have approached this study in terms of methods and
procedures, it is time to shift the focus to the actual study. Next, we take a
leap into our frame of reference, i.e. The Environment and The
Organisation.
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4 THE ENVIRONMENT

4.1 Why read this chapter?

We will now move over to our frame of reference starting with this chapter.
In the first part of this chapter we will examine the external factors that
influence an organisation, focusing on a turbulent environment. According
to a number of authors, performing in a turbulent environment forces the
organisation to change correspondingly. Therefore, in the second part of
this chapter we will dig deeper into the area of change and give an
overview of different aspects included in the concept of change. The third
part includes a brief presentation of what paradoxes symbolise, as
paradoxes are something we often have found prevailing in the literature
studied. After having read this chapter some of the questions in our
problem discussion (section 1.3) will have been answered. In addition and
very central for our thesis, the first guiding factors belonging to our
systematisation in chapter six will be given in so called “Section…in a
nutshell”. Let us now begin our journey by exploring a turbulent
environment.

4.2 A turbulent environment

The environment of an organisation in business is by Andrews said to be
“the pattern of all the external conditions and influences that affect its life
and development” (Andrews in Mintzberg & Quinn, 1992 p. 47). A
number of authors have claimed that it is the environment that in one way
or another directs the organisation when deciding on e.g. strategy or
structure. In 1962 Chandler argued that structure follows strategy, i.e. once
a company has a strategy in place, the structure to support it will evolve.
This argument is built on the assumption that organisations act in a rational
manner. This has been questioned by a number of executives and
researchers, who argue that it is the other way around, strategy follows
structure. (Pascale, 1990) In his “school of thoughts”, Mintzberg
summarises nine existing organisational structures illustrated by different
authors and thereto adds his own, the configuration. In his configuration
school, the organisation adjusts its structure to whatever environment it is
confronted with. (Mintzberg & Quinn, 1992)
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The environment of an organisation is by Emery and Trist classified in four
different categories (see figure to the
right1), where each category has an
increased complexity. The first category is
placid and randomised, which is the
simplest form and where the organisation
can operate without having to adjust to its
environment. This category resembles a
monopolistic situation. The second
category is the placid and clustered group. In this the organisation needs to
consider its environment, but there are hardly any problems in forecasting
what is going to happen. These first two categories describe environments
that are non-dynamic, whereas the next two categories characterise the
environments as dynamic. The third category is the disturbed and
randomised environment. The organisation has to recognise that there are
other actors in its environment. This category can be compared to the
oligopolistic market and be exemplified by the early industrial society. This
environment is more complex and therefore requires a higher degree of
flexibility. The fourth category is the turbulent field. This field is
characterised by high complexity and rapid changes. (Emery & Trist in
Dessler, 1992)

Traditionally, authors and researchers have put emphasis on the more stable
environments, i.e. not emphasising on the fourth category, the turbulent
field. However, already in 1966 Burns and Stalker gave an opposing view
and stressed that organisations, which to a high degree are dependent on
innovations, can be found in the turbulent field. (Burns & Stalker, 1995)
More than 30 years later, this fact is also emphasised by a number of
researchers, e.g. Stacey (1992a), Chakravarthy (1997), Hardy (1995),
Sadler (1996), and Johnson & Scholes (1999).

If we examine the turbulent field, what does turbulent really mean?
Johnson and Scholes define turbulent as consisting of two parameters;
dynamics and complexity. Dynamics imply that an organisation can not
plan only relying on historical data, as they used to. Rather the organisation
acts in an environment, where it instead has to foresee what will happen in
the future and act accordingly. The second part, complexity, indicates that
the environment is difficult to comprehend for an organisation and that it
consists of sophisticated technology and a high rate of diversity. (Johnson
                                          
1 Figure 4.1: Emery and Trist’s four categories of the environment without internal
order of importance Source: own
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& Scholes, 1999) Sadler defines a turbulent environment as being “an
environment characterised both by several changes occurring rapidly and
simultaneously and by a situation where only the most optimistic see the
possibility of a return to a more stable environment in the foreseeable
future” (Sadler, 1996 p. 21).

It is argued that the turbulence in an environment much resembles the
chaos existing in the natural science’s chaos theory and that therefore chaos
theory can facilitate the understanding of how organisations deal with a
turbulent environment (e.g. Stacey, 1992a; Tetenbaum, 1998). With this in
mind we will now take a closer look at the chaos theory.

4.2.1 Chaos theory

Tetenbaum means that for most people chaos is equal to something
confusing, messed up, and tumultuous. Scientists argue that chaos rather
describes an unpredictable, complex, and orderly disorder. In this disorder
patterns of behaviour develop in irregular, but similar forms. (Tetenbaum,
1998) According to Stacey, chaos includes two parameters; unpredictability
and hidden patterns. When operating in chaos, even the smallest change
can have tumultuous effects, as this system is highly sensitive to changes.
This often results in that there is a missing link between cause and effect,
which is troublesome for organisations that are used to plan and control
their operations and strategies. To predict long-term outcomes is almost
impossible and instead, only the short-run outcomes can be predicted. All
the above leads to that the future is not foreseeable and therefore
organisations are confronted with a high rate of unpredictability. (Stacey,
1992b)

In chaos there are also hidden patterns, which in some ways control the
system. These patterns are generated by well-defined non-linear feedback
rules and provide a frame to work within. An example of these hidden
patterns is the snowflakes falling during wintertime. Even though each
snowflake is unique and different, they all have certain identical features
and due to this they all belong to the category ‘snowflakes’. This can also
be found in the environment. Even though certain patterns can be
recognised, still every part is unique in itself. The hidden pattern in chaotic
behaviour consists of common features in a certain category. (Stacey,
1992b)
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Going back to the hidden patterns, they also have a “self-similarity”, which
means that the parts the system contains have a similar blend of
randomness and determinism as the whole system (Neumann, 1997). From
this discussion we bring with us that chaos is a blend of two things. First,
chaos is about unpredictability, where for example small changes can cause
huge effects. Second, chaos consists of hidden patterns, which are unique
and different, but also of common features belonging to a certain category.

4.2.2 Section 4.2 in a nutshell

We started this section by looking at a turbulent environment categorised
by Emery and Trist (in Dessler, 1992) and Johnson and
Scholes (1999). Thereafter we took a closer look at the chaos
theory and how its supporters view the environment. All in all,
we have ended up with a definition of a turbulent environment
as being dynamic and complex and sometimes even chaotic.
Even though we at this point in our thesis have defined a
turbulent environment, we still find it interesting to form our
own definition of the same. In order to do this, we will in

chapter six take a look at and investigate contemporary literature’s views of
a turbulent environment. Therefore, from this section we bring the first
guiding factor investigated in chapter six, environmental perspective.

With a turbulent environment partly characterised by fast changes, we will
now closer examine what change really stands for, and how it is viewed.

4.3 Change

As it now has become obvious that change is prominent in a turbulent
environment, this section deals with the concept of change. But before we
closer investigate what change really means, we will first take a look at
what it is that forces change to take place and in turn causes an
environment to be turbulent.

4.3.1 Environmental key drivers of change

According to Johnson and Scholes there are four groups of key drivers
behind change, in short called PEST (Political, Economical, Sociocultural
and Technical). The first group is the political group, where changes in
legislation and taxation are some factors that affect an organisation. In the
second group, the economical group, interest rates, GPD trends and
unemployment affect the organisation. Sociocultural factors are in the third
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group, which includes e.g. changes in population, income, mobility, and
attitudes. The last group is the technical group, which is closely related to
the area of this research. Within this group we find changes in government
spending on research, government and industry focus on technological
efforts, new discoveries/development, speed of technology transfer, and
rates of obsolescence. (Johnson & Scholes, 1999) Andrew highlights that
changes taking place within this group, are changes of the fastest rate
(Andrews in Mintzberg & Quinn, 1992). Hardy emphasises the importance
of the technical group by saying “continuous innovation will be a matter of
business survival” (Hardy, 1995 p. 7).

The argument that technology is an important factor that drives change is
also emphasised by Utterback, who claims that “innovation […] involves an
enormous amount of uncertainty, human activity and change” (Utterback,
1994 p. vii). This is also suggested by Brown and Eisenhardt, who mean
that innovation is closely connected to companies that undergo continuous
change. Sanchez claims that innovations are of two kinds - technological
and managerial innovations. Technological innovations lead to an increase
in the flexibility in the product creation processes, which in turn leads to an
acceleration of the same. Managerial innovations on the other hand are new
product strategies and organisational forms that facilitate for firms to more
effectively handle the technologies in developing, producing and marketing
products. These two types of innovations create a highly dynamic
environment, rapidly bringing new products into the market, and shaping
new competitive patterns. (Sanchez, 1995)

Knowing what drives change, we will take a closer look at the concept of
change and here we depart from the traditional view of change. We do this
in order to give an overall picture before in chapter six highlighting how
contemporary literature views change in a turbulent environment. So let us
begin with the traditional view of change.

4.3.2 Traditional change

One theory that is representative for the traditional view of change is
Romanelli and Tushman’s punctuated equilibrium. This theory has its
origin in seeing organisations as evolving during long periods of
incremental change, which can be perceived as representing stability and
equilibrium. These equilibrium periods are then punctuated by short
periods of discontinuous, radical change also called revolutionary change.
(Miller & Friesen, 1984; Romanelli & Tushman, 1994) Before explaining
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the punctuated equilibrium more thoroughly (see section 4.3.4) we will
examine some of the concepts we just mentioned.

4.3.3 Incremental and evolutionary change

Incremental changes can be seen as small steps of change followed by
immediate feedback, and have been explained as being fragmentary,
unattached, and healthy. They are not as costly, upsetting or demanding as
the radical changes, explained in the next section, and are therefore more
often seen as a process adapting to a continuously changing environment.
When perceiving change as an evolution, the incremental steps add up to a
linear entity. The foundation of the evolutionary perspective lies in the
Darwinian view and the conception that all living organisms, no matter
how complex, evolve over time. The theory stretches over a longer time
period and includes the past, the present, and the future. (Beckham, 1998a;
Brown & Eisenhardt, 1998; Van de Ven, 1995) The incremental view
originates from Charles Lindblom, who during the 60s wrote about
“disjointed incrementalism”. He summarised it as “policy making is
typically a never-ending process of successive steps in which continual
nibbling is a substitute for a good bite” (Mintzberg et al, 1998 p. 179)

Quinn has extended Lindblom’s view and calls this “logical
incrementalism”. This approach originates from the incremental view, but
indicates that strategies are not as reactive as the incremental view
indicates, but also not as proactive as e.g. the planning approach argues.
The incremental steps, illustrated by Quinn, have an underlying logic. By
combining the incremental steps from different subsections, managers are
learning and at the same time gradually forming a strategy. (Mintzberg et
al, 1998)

The above arguments imply that according to Quinn, strategies in a
company more than often simply emerge, are not pre-planned, and can only
be explained post-event. (Mintzberg et al, 1998) Mintzberg has dealt with
the concepts of planned and emergent, as he argues that realised strategies
not only originate from planned, deliberate ideas, but also for example
emerge from situations that no one could predict. (Mintzberg & Quinn,
1992)

4.3.4 Radical and revolutionary change

According to Johnson and Scholes, incremental and evolutionary changes
are not enough, when the demands in the environment increase heavily. In
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such a situation radical changes are needed. (Johnson & Scholes, 1999;
Miller & Friesen, 1984) Radical change, also called transformational
change (Johnson & Scholes, 1999), is according to Romanelli and
Tushman fundamental and affects the organisation’s strategy, structure and
power distribution. Foremost, these changes are limited to a short period of
time and often perceived as something agonising and threatening.
(Romanelli & Tushman, 1994)

Revolutionary change consists of periods of substantial turbulence, where
radical changes are needed to be able to break with the old and carry the
organisation forward. These fundamental changes interrupt the established
activities within the organisation and set new rules. (Greiner, 1998;
Romanelli & Tushman, 1994) According to Miller and Friesen in their
“quantum view”, changes have to be dramatic and revolutionary, since they
are costly and disruptive and since incremental or evolutionary changes can
not change the organisation fast enough (Miller & Friesen, 1984).

Looking back at the traditional punctuated equilibrium, the relevance of
this theory has been questioned when it has been put in a context
characterised by the turbulent environment explained earlier. The
spokesmen for the punctuated equilibrium mean that the incremental
changes, which occur in an organisation, are not powerful enough to make
a difference and that this disability forces radical changes to occur.
According to them, the incremental periods can more or less be classified
as periods of stability or equilibrium. The time frame discussed in this view
is that an organisation shifts between long periods of equilibrium and brief
periods of change. (Romanelli & Tushman, 1994) This argument is
confirmed by Greiner, who in his article says that the organisation passes
through different stages during its life cycle and that these stages alternate
between being evolutionary and revolutionary. Whereas the revolutionary
periods are characterised by turbulent times, the evolutionary change
periods are quiet periods with only modest adjustments. The rate at which
these two stages occur is closely related to the environment of the industry.
(Greiner, 1998)

The fact that there are periods characterised by little movement is what
contemporary literature has questioned. With a turbulent environment in
mind, is there really a stable, so called equilibrium period, to return to after
a period of radical change? Or is it rather the continuous change in the
turbulent environment that the organisations have to deal with? Therefore,
instead of focussing on the traditional view, we now turn to the theories



The Environment
A literature study by Carina Hedlöf & Ulrika Janson

28

representing continuous change and take a look at the arguments for this
standpoint.

4.3.5 Continuous Change

Brown and Eisenhardt represent the continuous change view, basing their
theory on the fact that the environment hardly enters any equilibrium
stages. Having this standpoint also affects how they relate to change. In
their research they examine organisational changes regarding multiple-
innovation, which are affected by a continuously changing environment.
Instead of assuming that there are periods of stability, they depart from
chaos when explaining the environment. According to them, change is
perceived as evolutionary, but it is not sufficient to only classify change as
being either only incremental or only radical. Instead, a third type of
change should be added to the first two. This type can be placed
somewhere in between incremental and radical changes. These changes are
not as fundamental as e.g. innovations like the automobile, but still more
substantial than what the incremental changes represent. Therefore Brown
and Eisenhardt mean that organisations in a turbulent environment do not
shift between periods of equilibrium and change, but claim that change,
including steps that more or less upset the organisation, happens
continuously and has to be dealt with in a certain way. (Brown &
Eisenhardt, 1998) Their standpoint is supported by a number of researchers
reinforcing the continuous change view, where Chakravarthy (1997),
Hardy (1995), Hock (1998), Pascale (1997), and Sastry (1997) can be
mentioned as being representatives.

We will now move on and take a look at the spin off from chaos theory, the
complexity theory, which is used to explain chaotic changes in an
organisation.

4.3.6 The complexity theory

When translating chaos theory into business economics, its spin off the
complexity theory is often used. This theory explains organisations as
complex adapting systems and implies that using neither too much
restrictions nor total chaos, but rather balancing on the edge of chaos is the
best control for these systems. (Brown & Eisenhardt, 1998) The
organisation is build up by people, who do not act in the same way in every
situation, but rather adapt to the present circumstances. If the individuals,
within the system, were to react alike, regardless the situation, the system
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would be in equilibrium. However, the thing is, that individuals do not and
therefore the organisation must be perceived as complex. (Stacey, 1992a)

An example often used to explain the complexity theory is the flock of
geese flying together in a triangle configuration. What they do is following
some simple rules, e.g. “stay 10 inches away from the closest goose, stick
with the group, do not bump into things and continuously move towards the
centre”. These seemingly simple rules add up to a very complex system.
(Tetenbaum, 1998; Wah, 1998) The rules in the above example are given
by the system and not by an individual agent. This leads to that the system
is self-organising, i.e. the individuals within the system figure out how to
change on their own and by doing so they find order in chaos. (Brown &
Eisenhardt, 1998) The Nobel prize-winning chemist, Prigogine, claims that
systems are to be viewed as being far from equilibrium, something that has
been a revolutionary new way of understanding natural systems. (Prigogine
& Stengers, 1984)

With the complexity theory as connection between change, chaos, and the
organisation, it helps to understand how an organisation must change to be
able to deal with its turbulent environment.

4.3.7 Section 4.3 in a nutshell

We started this section by looking at the environmental drivers of change,
where we found the technical driver to be most interesting for
our research. Thereafter we looked at two different views of
change, the traditional view of change and the continuous
view of change. The traditional view dealt with the aspects of
incremental/ evolutionary and radical/revolutionary. The
continuous view added one type, meaning that there is a third
type which falls in between the above mentioned aspects. In
addition, this view used the complexity theory in order to
explain how changes take place. Having these two different
views in mind, in chapter six we will examine how contemporary literature
views change and in order to do this we use a second factor to guide us,
characteristics of change.

When going through the extensive literature dealing with a turbulent
environment and the concept of change we have found that paradoxes are
often mentioned as characterising for a turbulent environment and therefore
they are something an organisation has to deal with. Due to this, we have
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decided to dedicate one section in this chapter in order to give a brief
presentation of what paradoxes symbolise.

4.4 Paradoxes

According to Stacey, paradoxes involve handling situations where both/and
is correct. This is not as in the traditional view, where the answer was
either/or. Paradoxes are about “self-contradictory, essentially conflicting
forces, none of which can be removed” (Stacey, 1996 p. 66). Beckham lists
a number of paradoxes in his article “Embracing the paradoxes”, where he
implies that life depends on e.g. both chaos and order, on complexity and
simplicity, and on hierarchy and loose equality (Beckham, 1998b). Peters
and Waterman deal with paradoxes and claim that the traditional theories
were not filled with paradoxes and ambiguousness and therefore much
liked by CEOs and managers (Peters & Waterman, 1982). In spite of this
fact most organisations are paradoxical and this is an issue that not only
organisations, but also contemporary literature needs to deal with (Stacey,
1996).

4.4.1 Section 4.4 in a nutshell

Just as in the two previous nutshell discussions we will here
present a guiding factor, which we in chapter six are to further
investigate. The reasons for including the factor Paradoxes are
somewhat different than for the two previous factors since we
from the beginning did not specifically search for paradoxes.
Along the road, we have come to understand that paradoxes
are part of a turbulent environment and therefore find it
interesting to look at if and to what extent contemporary

literature deals with these. Therefore, the third factor that we bring with us
from this chapter to chapter six will be paradoxes.

4.5 Chapter four in a nutshell

We started this chapter by answering our first sub question coming from
our problem discussion (section 1.3); What makes an environment
turbulent? We used Emery and Trist’s definition of a turbulent field, who
explain a turbulent environment as dynamic and complex. (Emery & Trist
in Dessler, 1992) According to Johnson and Scholes, dynamic means that
an organisation can not rely on historic data, rather it has to try to foresee
the future and act accordingly. Complex stands for that the environment, in
which the organisation performs, is difficult to comprehend and consists of
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sophisticated technology and a high rate of diversity. (Johnson & Scholes,
1999) This environment has also been explained as close to chaos and
therefore the natural science’s chaos theory has become more frequent in
business economics. Chaos, which includes unpredictability and hidden
patterns, is one way of trying to understand what makes the environment
turbulent. (e.g. Brown & Eisenhardt, 1998; Stacey, 1992b; Tetenbaum,
1998)

In this chapter we also gave the answer to the second and third sub
questions; with change as being part of the environment, how is change
theoretically looked upon? and; what views of change are consistent with
the characteristics of a turbulent environment? The changes in the
environment are viewed in different ways, and in the second part of this
chapter we took a closer look at the traditional view represented by
Romanelli and Tushman’s punctuated equilibrium. In this view change is
defined as radical, incremental, and/or logic incremental. (Romanelli &
Tushman, 1994) On the contrary, a number of researchers more often talk
about continuous change, where the changes are neither only incremental
nor only radical, but also characterised as something in between. In sum,
change is both incremental and radical and in addition, somewhere in
between. To explain how an organisation should act, the complexity theory
is used. This view is among others represented by Brown and Eisenhardt.
According to them, the traditional view of change is not consistent with a
turbulent environment, since this view indicates that there are periods,
which are close to stable, also called equilibrium periods. The traditional
view has been challenged by authors, who claim that a turbulent
environment hardly has any stable periods and therefore only corresponds
with a continuous change view. (Brown & Eisenhardt, 1998; Sastry, 1997)

The third section in this chapter dealt with paradoxes. As we have studied
extensive literature it has become obvious to us that paradoxes play an
important role when discussing a turbulent environment and change.
Therefore we wanted to give a brief presentation of what paradoxes
symbolise. For example, Stacey explained paradoxes as being both/and and
about conflicting forces, where no force can be removed. (Stacey, 1996)
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Before we leave this chapter we will remind you of the factors that we will
bring with us to chapter six. The first factor is
the environmental perspective, below which we
will investigate if contemporary literature’s
view is consistent with the view that we have
presented. The second factor is characteristics
of change, where we question if contemporary
literature characterises change as the traditional
change view, as the continuous change view, or
if there are individual interpretations. The third
factor that we bring from this chapter is
paradoxes. Why we have chosen to have this as
a factor is due to the impact that we have found

that paradoxes have on a turbulent environment and change.

What we have investigated in this chapter will be part of the foundation for
the upcoming chapter six, in which the factors discussed originate from the
discussion held in this and in the next chapter. With an increased and for
the upcoming chapters foremost essential knowledge with us, we are now
ready (and hope that you are too) to take a closer look at the organisation
and the aspects that need to be taken into consideration when dealing with a
turbulent environment.

Environmental
perspective

Characteristics
of change

Paradoxes
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5 THE ORGANISATION

5.1 Why read this chapter?

In chapter four we presented three guiding factors, which are
environmental perspective, characteristics of change, and paradoxes. In this
chapter we will take a closer look at organisational factors, which can offer
guidance when trying to understand how an organisation can cope with a
turbulent environment. We start this chapter by explaining how and why
we have divided our guiding factors into two groups. Focusing on the
factors belonging to the second group, we will use a model, which sets an
example for important factors to pay attention to when the desire is to cope
with change effectively. Finally, we introduce the organisational factors we
have selected to bring to the next chapter, and most importantly - how and
why these have been selected.

5.2 Contextual and conceptual factors

From the last chapter we bring the first three guiding factors,
environmental perspective, characteristics of change, and paradoxes, that
we are to investigate further on in this thesis. We call these factors
contextual, since they provide the context for how the remaining factors are
dealt with and approached in contemporary literature. The second group of
guiding factors is classified as conceptual, which all arise depending on the
context.

When separating our guiding factors into these two groups, we have been
somewhat influenced by Mintzberg & Quinn’s description of the strategy
process, which very well corresponds to the issue of coping with a certain
environment. What they do is that they consider how certain concepts
(strategy, the strategy process, the strategist, structure, systems, culture, and
power) combine to suit certain situations or contexts. (Mintzberg & Quinn,
1991) In this thesis we focus on only one context, being the turbulent
environment, and in resemblance to Mintzberg and Quinn we are to
consider how certain concepts are approached and dealt with in this
context. We have decided not to strictly follow the previously mentioned
authors’ concepts, rather we will give a presentation of our own selected
concepts below (section 5.4).

Before we present the conceptual guiding factors in focus in this research,
we would like to introduce a model developed by Peters, Waterman, and
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Figure 5.1: A new view of organisation Source: Peters et al, 1980 p. 136
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Phillips, who give their suggestions on what to consider when the desire is
to effectively cope with change (Peters et al, 1980). This so called “7-S
Framework” model has been referred to in numerous of articles and books,
which we have examined, and therefore we decided to investigate the
model ourselves. We have come to realise that Peter et al’s 7-S can be of
considerable help when trying to understand what problems and dilemma
organisations dealing with change are faced with. Thereby, it gives an
example of what to consider when coping with a turbulent environment,
which is characterised by rapid changes.

5.3 The 7-S Framework

What Peters et al claim is that effective organisational change is a
relationship between structure, strategy, systems, style, skills, staff, and
subordinate goals (7-S). The main thought is that the effect of
organisational change is a result of several interacting factors, not
dependent on one or two. We will hereafter present the model that the
authors designed to express the interrelationship between the 7-S and
thereafter we will give a short summary of what the different factors stand
for.

Super-
ordinate

goals
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By structure the authors mean e.g. decentralisation, centralisation, and
matrix, but emphasise however, that the central problem lies in how the
organisation shall divide tasks and how to co-ordinate these tasks. In the
context of change the organisation needs to be ready to go from focussing
on one part of the organisational structure to another.

Strategy is referred to as the actions that an organisation designs in
response to or in anticipation of changes in its external environment.
According to the authors, strategy is a central concern in many companies,
since it is thought to lead the way to competitive advantage and success.

In order to cope with change, it is not enough to change the structures and
strategies - a lot of effort also needs to be put on the key systems. Systems
are said to be all the informal and formal procedures in an organisation that
contribute to the day-to-day business, e.g. budgeting and training systems.

When it comes to managers, it is of greater importance what they do rather
than what they say – the patterns of actions are relevant. Therefore, the
authors talk about style and argue that style is manageable and meaningful
when changing an organisation. Their two aspects of style are how the
manager chooses to spend his/her working time, and what his/her symbolic
behaviour looks like.

The next S is staff and is treated as a pool of resources to be nurtured,
developed, guarded, and allocated. The authors frame the staff issue around
the socialisation process and the development of managers. It concerns the
recruitment and introduction of young newcomers and in turn the
management of their careers so that they can become tomorrow’s leaders.

Organisations facing big discontinuities in business conditions can not only
shift strategic focus; they also need to add new capabilities, or rather skills.
It means that organisations must weed out old skills in order to ensure that
new skills can develop and grow.

The final component is superordinate goals2 and is said to be often
unwritten guiding concepts and values that go beyond formal statements of
corporate objectives. Very often they imply nothing to outsiders, but for the
insiders they provide a significant and purposeful meaning. They are broad
                                          
2 The term “superordinate goals” were renamed “shared values” in the book In Search
of Excellence, by Peters & Waterman (1982), where the 7-S Framework also had a
central role.
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notions of future direction and fundamental ideas of why an organisation
exists. (Peters et al, 1980)

With an insight in what factors, according to Peters et al, that shall be
considered when coping with change, we continue by presenting which
guiding and conceptual factors that we have decided are relevant for this
study. In addition, the reasons for selecting these conceptual factors will
also be given.

5.4 Our selection of conceptual factors

We would like to start from the back, i.e. with the factors we have chosen,
and from there explain why and how. The factors are presented on the next
page.

These five conceptual factors derive mainly from Peters et al’s 7-S model
(see figure 5.1). Their terminology (strategy, structure, skills, systems,
staff, superordinate goals, and style) is not the same as we use here. As we
said, the model has influenced us – not controlled us. However, one can
easily observe that our five conceptual factors bear resemblance to Peter et
al’s 7-S. We would like to add that even though their model was created in
the 1980s, we believe it still is useful when deciding what aspects that are
of relevance for today’s organisations acting in a turbulent environment.

The concepts belonging to the final five factors have gone through a “test”
to qualify to become so called guiding factors. One criterion was that the
area each factor treated had to at least be touched upon by a majority of
authors presented in chapter six. Some factors that we initially selected, but
do not include in our systematisation, were not to be found in the chosen
literature and therefore impossible to examine. Another reason to why

 Organisational structure
 Leadership

 Human resource
 Corporate culture

 Strategy
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certain factors were rejected was that they did not further contribute to the
fulfilment of the purpose of this thesis. For example, we originally wanted
to investigate innovations in a turbulent environment. This factor turned out
to be too complex and because of the authors’ very separate and different
approaches, the factor was for us extremely difficult to label. Also, skills,
staff, and systems, originating from Peter et al’s model, were rejected as
individual guiding factors. However, as you will see further on in this
chapter, skills and staff became part of what we decided to call Human
resources. Systems, on the other hand, were not represented at all in the
articles we have examined. If they to some extent were, they are to be
found below other guiding factors.

At this point we hope that we have clarified how we have selected the five
conceptual factors. However, in accordance to the justification of
contextual factors in chapter four, we see it as beneficial to present how the
literature argues for the importance of taking the conceptual factors into
consideration as well. This is what you will find below.

5.4.1 Organisational structure

A number of authors are not only focussing on the surroundings of an
organisation, but also on the inside of the organisation. Volberda says that
there are two challenges for firms to solve when performing in a turbulent
environment. The first is the management challenge and the second is the
organisational design challenge. (Volberda, 1997) He is accompanied by
Neumann, who argues that “the key to coping with external environments
generally requires that the created structures of the organizations be
compatible with the existing dynamics of the external world” (Neumann,
1997 p. 87). Even 20 years ago, Mintzberg realised the importance of
organisational structures as a means to cope with the outside world as he in
1979 presented his six organisational configurations, which all are designed
to fit the context that the organisation faces (Mintzberg & Quinn, 1992).

With Peter et al’s 7-S model (figure 5.1) in the back of our heads, and in
accordance with the above authors, it appears to be necessary to examine
how contemporary literature deals with the factor organisational structure
in a turbulent environment.

5.4.2 Leadership

Following Volberda’s suggestion, an appropriate organisational structure is
not enough when coping with a turbulent and rapidly changing
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environment. The firm must also solve the management challenge. In
alignment with Volberda’s discussion, Peters et al pay attention to the
aspect of management when including ‘style’ in their 7-S model. Pettigrew
and Whipp say that there are no universal rules for managing and leading
change, on the contrary; “leadership is acutely sensitive to context”
(Pettigrew & Whipp, 1991 p. 105). For instance, in the Newtonian view,
where the relationship between cause and effect is simple and predictable,
the leader’s role is to re-establish equilibrium. Success is achieved through
leading top-down and through command and control. When the speed of
change increases, the Newtonian planning models do not apply anymore;
“to be a successful manager in the 21st century […] calls for a new mental
model of manager, one suited to a world of chaos” (Tetenbaum, 1998 p.
10).

The aspect of leadership that we find very interesting and relevant in this
context is to look at the role of the manager. We are aware of the fact that
there are numerous aspects of leadership and that the manager is only one
part of it all. The literature we have examined includes a wide variety of
suggestions and we have come to see that the focus lies mainly on the
manager and therefore his/her role will be the topic of the fifth factor –
leadership.

5.4.3 Human resource

Peters et al talk about managing an organisation’s staff in their 7-S model.
The significance of human resource in a turbulent environment is expressed
by Johnson and Scholes who say that “[It] determines whether the
organisation is rigid or innovative” and furthermore “The innovative
capability of people is of particular importance in ‘fast-moving’ situations”
(Johnson & Scholes, 1999 p. 155 and p. 159). Mariotti has a similar
approach. He argues that people are the only factor that is constant in
successful change processes and that without managing and motivating
these people the change process will be fruitless. (Mariotti, 1998) Volberda
talks about horizontal and vertical job enlargement to increase the
organisation’s flexibility, which he argues is needed when performing in a
turbulent environment (Volberda, 1997). Nonaka on the other hand,
focuses on job rotation as the formula for self-renewal, which is one of his
recipes when coping with a turbulent environment (Nonaka, 1988).
Knowing that there are differences in how to manage one’s human
resources, we are curious to find out how contemporary literature has dealt
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with the issue. These findings will be presented below the factor human
resource in the next chapter.

5.4.4 Corporate culture

Referring to the managers in the factor above, Stacey says that managers
and the people within the organisation need “something” to help them
interpret what is happening around them. He claims that the words used to
represent “something” in this context are mission, values, and culture.
However, he continues to say that too strong sharing of values might
control people’s choices in a disadvantageous way in that it limits their
learning process and creativity. (Stacey, 1992a). It is also argued that
within culture lies the resistance or acceptance of change. Furthermore, the
culture very much influences how an organisation develops new ideas,
considers and weight options, and responds to changes in its environment.
(Mintzberg & Quinn, 1992; Mintzberg et al, 1998) Therefore, we find it
being justified to investigate how contemporary literature suggests that an
organisation’s culture shall be dealt with when acting in a turbulent
environment.

5.4.5 Strategy

As we will see in the next chapter, a number of authors have designed a
strategy for how organisations shall create competitive advantages in their
turbulent environments. Courtney et al deal with this problem by
identifying different possible outcomes or scenarios that the organisation
might face in its highly uncertain future. They do not develop any
alternative strategies, but they emphasise on the need to think about
strategy in a new way corresponding to the turbulent and uncertain
environment. (Courtney et al, 1997) Traditionally, there are two different
perspectives, where the first focuses on adapting to the environment and
the other on changing the environment and shape the terms of competition
in correspondence to one’s own benefit (de Wit & Meyer, 1999). Brown
and Eisenhardt argue that the first strategy overemphasises the possibility
to predict which industries, competencies, or strategic positions that will
sustain and for how long. In other words, they mean that this strategy will
not survive in a turbulent environment. In this environment it is a matter of
developing strategies that creates a relentless flow of competitive
advantage and that facilitates the ability to change. (Brown & Eisenhardt,
1998) Therefore, and as our final factor, we would like to explore what
strategy the authors suggest in order to cope with a turbulent environment.
We will use Peters et al’s definition of strategy, which is defined as the



The Organisation
A literature study by Carina Hedlöf & Ulrika Janson

40

actions that an organisation designs in response to or in anticipation of
changes in its external environment.

5.5 Chapter five in a nutshell

After an extensive presentation of relevant factors, we find it necessary to
summarise what we have accomplished in this chapter. This in order to
understand what we are about to do next when we systemise different
authors approaches and views in regard to these factors. Most importantly,
we have now come to the point in our thesis where we can answer our
fourth question in our problem discussion – what factors can offer
guidance?

From the last chapter we brought the first three guiding factors,
environmental perspective, characteristics of change, and paradoxes, which
in this chapter have been categorised as being contextual. Furthermore, we
have selected five additional factors, which we have labelled conceptual
factors. The first reason for the classification of factors is that we have been
influenced by Mintzberg and Quinn’s division of factors into contextual
and conceptual factors (Mintzberg & Quinn, 1991). Second, we are curious
to see in what way the context sets the condition for how the concepts are
dealt with as we in the next chapter examine contemporary literature’s
opinion in the matter.

When selecting the factors, Peters et al’s 7-S framework has been helpful.
The model implies that effective organisational change is a relationship
between structure, strategy, systems, style, skills, staff, and subordinate
goals. (Peters et al, 1980) In this thesis we have used it in order to find
certain characteristics that are of importance to look at when trying to
understand what problems and dilemmas an organisation, faced with
change, has to deal with. However, their terminology (strategy, structure,
skills, systems, staff, superordinate goals, and style) is not the same as we
used here, but our terminology does bear resemblance to theirs. As we said,
the model has influenced us – not controlled us.

In addition, the selected factors had to go through a “test” to qualify into
become so called guiding factors. One criterion was that the area each
factor treated had at least to be touched upon by a majority of authors
presented in chapter six. Another reason to why certain factors were
rejected was that they did not further contribute to the fulfilment of the
purpose of this thesis.
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As a result we ended up with five conceptual factors, which are presented
in the picture to the left on this page. These factors did not withstand

without having their relevance confirmed by
other researchers. In this chapter we used
their arguments as an important contribution
when justifying the factors’ relevance for the
fulfilment of this thesis.

These five conceptual factors in combination
with the three contextual factors originating
from chapter four are to be used as a
foundation when we hereafter compare
contemporary authors’ similarities and
differences in how to cope with a turbulent
environment.

We now move on to chapter six and to
systematising contemporary literature’s opinions regarding their approach
to environmental perspective, characteristics of change, paradoxes,
organisational structure, leadership, human resource, corporate culture, and
strategy.

Organisational
structure

Leadership

Human
resource

Corporate
culture

Strategy
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6 CONTEMPORARY LITERATURE

6.1 Why read this chapter?

We now enter the chapter containing the systematisation of contemporary
literature. This chapter partly originates from the previous two chapters,
chapter four and five, and below we will give you a comprehensive picture
of the authors’ views concerning the factors we have investigated. Before
doing so, how and why we selected the specific articles representing
contemporary literature will be thoroughly explained. We will also briefly
look at the eight factors that we have established in chapter four and five.
With the selection of authors and guiding factors in mind, we will give a
presentation of the authors’ articles in respect to the factors identified. This
presentation will be given in an abbreviated schematic form right next to
each factor and also summarised after having gone through all factors. We
do this as an attempt to make the rich text more comprehensible. As a final
reminder, we would like to call the reader’s attention to the fact that this
chapter is to be seen as our empirical findings in this thesis. Just like other
researchers have found their “scope” in companies, institutions or other
organisations, we have found ours in the literature.

6.2 Selection of articles

When selecting articles we have departed from a number of requirements
that the authors and their articles had to meet. First, there has never been a
fixed number of articles required to make the systematisation, rather the
wish has been that the number of articles would exceed five and fall below
fifteen. This because we believe that if the number of articles would fall
below five, these would not contribute sufficiently to justify our analyses
and a number exceeding fifteen would not be manageable. The next two
requirements were, one: that it was an article and two: that the article was
written during the 90s. The exception that proves the rule is the article
written by Nonaka (1988), that we found to be of great interest, and that we
believed would contribute to the fulfilment of our purpose and therefore we
overlooked the year it was published. After all, the article was only two
years “early”. Another requirement was that the authors should view the
environment as fast-changing, turbulent or something similar to that and
also that they in some way discussed change in their articles. The final
requirement was that the authors in the articles should have an opinion
about the majority of factors chosen in chapter five. After having gone
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through an extensive amount of literature, we ended up with eight articles.
Their authors are schematically presented below.

Brown &
Eisenhardt

(1997)

Chakravarthy
(1997)

Neumann
(1997)

Nonaka
(1988)

Pascale
(1999)

Stacey
(1993)

Tetenbaum
(1998)

Volberda
(1997)

6.3 Guiding factors

From chapter four and five a total of eight
factors have originated. In chapter four we
looked at the environment and came up with
three contextual factors, which we here are to
further investigate. These were the
environmental perspective, characteristics of
change and paradoxes. The factors have
already been defined in the literature examined
in chapter four and now it is time to take a
closer look at contemporary literature’s
approach to these.

In chapter five we focused on the organisation
and ended up with five conceptual factors.
These are organisational structure, leadership,
human resource, corporate culture and
strategy. These factors partly originate from

Peters et al’s 7-S model and in chapter five you were given the reasons to
why they are relevant to examine when understanding how an organisation
can cope with a turbulent environment. Below we will present how
contemporary literature views these factors.

From here on we will present the authors’ approaches to each and every
factor separately. We do this in order to give you as a reader a
comprehensible picture before we in the next chapter analysing the results.

Environmental
perspective

Characteristics of
change

Paradoxes

Organisational
structure

Leadership

Human
resource

Corporate culture

Strategy



How to Cope with a Turbulent Environment
A literature study by Carina Hedlöf & Ulrika Janson

45

6.3.1  Environmental perspective

Looking at the first factor
environmental perspective, some
arguments are more frequent than
others among our selected articles.
Neumann points out that “in the future,
conditions of great environmental
turbulence will become more and more
the rule” (Neumann, 1997 p. 96). He
says that this environmental turbulence
is characterised by rapid changes. This
fact is something that the majority of
authors claim, e.g. Chakravarthy, who
argues that the environment has a high
rate of change and high complexity.
Tetenbaum states the same and
Volberda expresses the environment as
being highly turbulent and
characterised by chaos. Chakravarthy,
accompanied by Nonaka and Stacey
also emphasise that the environment is
dynamic. That the environment more or
less resembles chaos is also something
that a number of authors agree upon.
Stacey, Tetenbaum and Volberda equal
the environment to chaos, and Nonaka
explains the environment as being of
chaotic nature. Neumann, Nonaka,
Pascale and Stacey explain the same phenomenon, but they refer to it as
being “far from equilibrium”, and Neumann also highlights the uncertainty
that comes with such a condition. A similar view comes from Tetenbaum,
who talks about disequilibrium as one characteristic of a turbulent
environment. Brown and Eisenhardt mean that the rapid product cycles
contribute to making the environment turbulent, which is something that
the companies in one way or another have to deal with.

Environmental
perspective

B & E
(1997)

Short product cycles
Rapidly changing

Chak.
(1997)

High rate of change
Complex and
dynamic

Neum.
(1997)

Rapidly changing
Uncertain
Far from equilibrium

Nonaka
(1988)

Chaotic nature
Dynamic
Rapid changes
Far from equilibrium

Pascale
(1999)

Fast-changing
Turbulent
Far from equilibrium

Stacey
(1993)

Far from equilibrium
Chaos
Dynamic

T-baum
(1998)

Fast-changing
complexity
Chaos
Disequilibrium

Volberda
(1997)

Chaos
Highly turbulent
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6.3.2 Characteristics of change

The second factor is the characteristics of change. When defining what
change means and how it can be characterised, Michael Dell claims that

“the only constant thing about our
business is that everything is
changing” (Michael Dell in Brown &
Eisenhardt, 1997 p. 2). Influenced by
this statement, Brown and Eisenhardt
mean that organisations have to
continuously change with their
constantly changing environment,
which is something that also Stacey
verifies. Chakravarthy discusses that
an organisation repeatedly has to
change the rules of the game, Nonaka
implies that it is fundamental for an
organisation to continuously change,
and Volberda explains the same
phenomenon by calling change fast-
moving, numerous and frequent.
Tetenbaum on the other hand, argues
that changes are discontinuous, but
suggests that these changes are
happening at a geometric rate, which
leads to that organisations frequently
have to meet new demands. Brown
and Eisenhardt see change as neither
only incremental nor only radical, but
include changes that also are
somewhere in between. They

illustrate this by saying that the changes happening continuously are most
of the time neither equivalent to the most radical inventions nor so small
that they do not have any effect at all. Both Pascale and Stacey emphasise
that small changes can have big and unpredictable effects, since there is no
real link between cause and effect. Neumann also discusses the cause and
effect relationship where he talks about non-linearity and the lack of
straight forward change. Volberda argues that change is radical, whereas
the majority of the authors do not use any of the characteristics,
incremental or radical, when defining change. Taking a closer look at if the

Characteristics
of change

B & E
(1997)

Continuous change
Incremental /radical
and in between
Emerging

Chak.
(1997)

Repeated change

Neum.
(1997)

Non-linearity
Not straight forward

Nonaka
(1988)

Continuous change

Pascale
(1999)

Emergent
Small changes can
give big effects

Stacey
(1993)

Emerge
Small changes give
huge effects
Continuous change

T-baum
(1998)

Discontinuous
Geometric rate
Emerge

Volberda
(1997)

Fast-moving
Numerous
Frequent
Radical
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authors believe that change emerges, the majority of authors do claim that
things in one way or another emerge. The rest do not dismiss this, but do
simply not touch upon the issue. For example, Tetenbaum talks about
“organizations capability of engaging in emergent change” (Tetenbaum,
1997 p. 3), Stacey claims that innovations and new strategic directions
emerge, and Pascale discusses emergent behaviour, with the consequence
that in the beginning it is impossible to see how it will end.

6.3.3 Paradoxes

By showing the different
paradoxes used by the authors in
our systematisation (section 6.4)
we wanted to verify that
paradoxes are referred to and used
in contemporary literature. When
we have gone through the authors’
articles, word pairs like
present/future, chaos/order, and
horizontal/vertical appeared
repeatedly. To the right and in our
systematisation, a sample of the
paradoxes that we were
confronted with is presented.

The reason for not in detail
explaining what each and every
author said is that the specific
content of the paradoxes is not
essential in order to fulfil our
purpose. However, the fact that
paradoxes were referred to in
every article and therefore
something that an organisation needs to deal with is what we wish to
highlight.

Paradoxes

B & E
(1997)

Planning / chaos
Past / present / future
Responsibility / freedom

Chak.
(1997)

Flexibility / commitment

Neum.
(1997)

Horizontal / vertical
Linearity / non-linearity
Determinism / randomness

Nonaka
(1988)

Order out of chaos

Pascale
(1999)

Ridity / randomness
Split / fit

Stacey
(1993)

Stability / instability
Conflict / consensus
Confusion / clarity

T-baum
(1998)

Order / disorder
Unpredictable / predictable
Rules / randomness

Volberda
(1997)

Adapt / influence
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6.3.4 Organisational structure

When examining the suggestions on the organisational structure, we found
relatively similar approaches in the literature researched. Brown and

Eisenhardt argue that mechanistic
organisations are too structured to
allow essential change to happen,
and that organic organisations make
it difficult to co-ordinate change.
Neumann, Pascale, Stacey, and
Volberda have similar ideas as they
suggest that organisations must
become less hierarchical and more
like networks. Neumann emphasises
the importance of balancing the
existing vertical structures with
horizontal ones. The suggestion to
decentralise or flatten the
organisation comes from
Chakravarthy, Pascale, and
Tetenbaum, as they believe that this
structure will force the units to
become more innovative and
learning. In addition, Pascale
emphasises that the focus should be
on the front-line. The focus on ideas
rather than structure is, according to
Tetenbaum, said to provide the
organisation with flexibility, which
is necessary when performing in a
turbulent environment. The
necessity of implementing teams in
the organisational structure is
emphasised by a majority of
authors, even though these teams are
characterised differently by different
authors. Chakravarthy emphasise
the need of small and focused units,

Nonaka speaks for implementing autonomous units and project teams,
Pascale for vertical teams, Stacey talks about group dynamics, and

Organisational
structure

B & E
(1997)

Balance between
mechanic and organic

Chak.
(1997)

Flat organisations
Small and focused
units

Neum.
(1997)

Blend of hierarchy
and networks
Balance vertical and
horizontal structures

Nonaka
(1988)

Autonomous
organisation units
Project teams
Cross-functional
integration

Pascale
(1999)

Parallel networks
Decentralise
Focus on front-line
Vertical teams

Stacey
(1993)

Group dynamics
Hierarchy suspended
– most of the time

T-baum
(1998)

Decentralise
Flexible constant
moving teams
Ideas rather than
structure

Volb.
(1997)

Multifunctional teams
Few hierarchical
levels
Alteration between
flexible and planned
forms
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Volberda refers to multifunctional teams, which to a large degree resemble
Tetenbaum’s flexible and constant moving teams. Nonaka also highlights
the importance of having a cross-functional integration between the
autonomous units. Volberda has a somewhat different suggestion as he
implies that no organisational form is a permanent solution, but rather that
the organisation must go from a planned form into a flexible form and then
from the flexible form back to the planned. This in order to manage the
cycles and turbulence in the organisation’s environment.
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6.3.5 Leadership

In our next factor, leadership, we
take a closer look at the suggested
role of the manager in the
literature. The authors perceive the
role somewhat differently.
Eisenhardt and Brown emphasise
that the manager shall be proactive,
combing responsibilities, priorities
and freedom, probe into the future,
manage transitions and be vigilant,
where the latter is verified by
Chakravarthy. According to him,
and in correspondence with
Pascale, the leader needs to be
aware of and provide the context in
which the employees are working.
Pascale suggests that a vision is one
way to provide guidance and
Nonaka agrees with him. Stacey
recommends that “two way
challenge” shall be a part of
leadership and that the leader needs
to be a challenger, which is also
claimed by Nonaka and Pascale.
The latter also says that the leader
shall provide the employees with a
learning experience. The traditional
picture of the manager as being a
person who controls the activities
and the people in the organisation
has vanished, according to Stacey.
Nonaka and Pascale explicitly
confirm this fact, whereas the
remaining neither confirm nor
dismiss. Volberda argues that
today’s leaders need to be
performance oriented instead of the
traditional focus on means.

Leadership

B & E
(1997)

Proactive
Vigilant
Combining clear
responsibilities,
priorities and freedom
Probe into the future
Manage transitions

Chak.
(1997)

Vigilant
Context aware
Create bottom-up
entrepreneurship

Neum.
(1997)

Reward and support new
initiatives

Nonaka
(1988)

Create vision and crisis
Challenge subordinates
No control

Pascale
(1999)

Provide vision and
context
Give learning
experience
Challenge peer
No control top-down
Empower grass-root
employees

Stacey
(1993)

Two way challenge
Let go – no control
Breaking symmetries
Detecting and selecting
small disturbances

T-baum
(1998)

Manage transition
between eras
Build resilience
Destabilise system
Manage order/disorder
Create learning
organisation

Volb.
(1997)

Create and control
flexibility
Performance oriented
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Chakravarthy’s focus on the “bottom-up entrepeneurship” and Pascale’s
focus on “empower grass-root employees” are two indications of that
control coming from managers is not to execute in organisations
performing in turbulent environments. Neumann’s most important
prescription to organisations performing in a far from equilibrium
environment is for the executives to ensure that new initiatives are
rewarded and supported. According to Stacey, it is the responsibility of the
leader to break old mental models and to come up with new ways of doing
things, i.e. to break symmetries. He also highlights the importance of the
leader finding these “new things” by detecting and selecting small
disturbances that can contribute to bringing the organisation forward.
Volberda mentions one aspect of control as he argues that managers can
control the flexibility in the organisation through building a “flexibility
mix” consisting of operational, structural, and strategic flexibility. To
manage transitions is also imposed on the manager, according to Brown
and Eisenhardt and Tetenbaum. The first two focus on what they call “links
in time”, i.e. managing transitions between past, present and future
organisational practices, whereas Tetenbaum means the transition between
the industrial and the information era. Tetenbaum also emphasises that the
leader’s role is to build resilience to change, destabilise the system and
manage the paradoxes residing in the environment. Finally, she argues that
the leader plays an important role in creating a learning organisation. These
four last mentioned authors, Brown and Eisenhardt, Tetenbaum and
Volberda, are the ones who most explicitly have designed a so called
“handbook” for how the managers of organisations performing in turbulent
environments shall behave.



Contemporary Literature
A literature study by Carina Hedlöf & Ulrika Janson

52

6.3.6 Human resource

This factor was somewhat difficult to find general suggestions on in
contemporary literature. For
example, Brown and Eisenhardt,
Chakravarthy, and Pascale did not
provide us with any answers
regarding human resource.
However, Neumann, Nonaka,
Stacey, and Volberda see job
experience, job rotation and the
similar job enlargement as
facilitating the renewal or
transformation of current work.
This is accomplished through the
conflicts that emerge when people
with different perspectives and
ideas are brought together in new
functions and groups. In addition,
Neumann and Tetenbaum claim
that training is important at all
levels in the organisation.
Another way to generate this
dynamic and creativity among the
employees is, according to
Neumann and Tetenbaum, to

increase the diversity in respect to age, experience, backgrounds and most
of all, in respect to a wide range of ideas. Nonaka and Stacey also mention
mid-way hiring as one solution, meaning that an organisation shall recruit a
significant number of new employees, who are midway through their
careers in other organisations. By hiring these people at the same time, they
are supposed to influence the existing employees through new ideas and
values. Stacey also has another approach to human resource, which he calls
“create resource slack”. What he means is that an organisation always shall
invest in spare management resources, which will assure that individual
initiative, interaction, and learning take place. He argues that this is a pre-
condition for emergent strategies to happen. Volberda highlights the
importance of using temporary labour and contracting out certain activities
to increase the, in his article, very central flexibility.

Human resource
B & E
(1997)
Chak.
(1997)

Neum.
(1997)

New members with
variety of background
Training and job
experience

Nonaka
(1988)

Job rotation
Mid-way hiring

Pascale
(1999)

Stacey
(1993)

Job rotation
Mid-way hiring
Create resource slack

T-baum
(1998)

Training
Diverse group of
people

Volb.
(1997)

Temporary labour in
peripheral activities
Job enlargement
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6.3.7 Corporate culture

Regarding the seventh factor, corporate culture, Brown and Eisenhardt say
that innovative organisations of today need to create a culture where an
acceptance of continuous change is
central. It is not possible to be surprised
by every change that occurs. Nonaka
and Stacey emphasise on having
counter- and conflicting cultures. These
are said to provide the organisation
with the necessary dynamics and
creativity when it comes to solving new
problems. However, Chakravarthy,
Neumann, and Tetenbaum suggest that
together with their inconsistent
subcultures a clear vision, purpose, and
shared values are needed to prevail in
order to hold the company together.
Guiding philosophy, broad holistic
value set, and ideology are other ways
of expressing the same phenomenon.
Nonaka means that instead of having
one clear vision, an organisation should
have equivocal visions, i.e. having a
vision with a double meaning, which in
turn allows some freedom. Volberda
means that new norms and values are
necessary, since past experience (which
often builds up a culture) may not be
advantageous in a turbulent
environment. Foremost, he also
emphasises that the culture plays a
highly central role in interpreting the
environment. Chakravarthy has a somewhat different approach as he talks
about a temporal tangible image as a complement to the guiding
philosophy. What he means is that holding on to one tangible image, which
focuses the organisation’s efforts, can trap the organisation in a
disadvantageous market. In a turbulent environment it is necessary to
experiment with several images until a successful flow is found, i.e. having
only temporal tangible images. This fear of not having an organisation that
constantly innovates and changes, i.e. being trapped in a disadvantageous
situation, is said to be removed through diversity and the above mentioned

Corporate Culture
B & E
(1997)

Build in acceptance of
continuous change

Chak.
(1997)

Guiding philosophy
Temporal tangible
image

Neum.
(1997)

Individual diversity
Broad holistic value set

Nonaka
(1988)

Give and take
Equivocal visions
Countercultures

Pascale
(1999)

Informal
Straight talk
Give and take

Stacey
(1993)

Conflicting cultural
diversity
Self-reflection in group
No vision

T-baum
(1998)

Eliminate rules
Encourage risk taking
Strong core values
Ideology
Purpose
Foster diversity

Volb.
(1997)

New norms and values
Central role in
interpreting the
environment
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countercultures. Stacey takes it as far as recommending avoidance of long-
term objectives and visions. These are said to hinder the self-reflection in
groups and the ability to search for new ways of solving problems and
thereby innovate. For the same reason, Tetenbaum argues for a corporate
culture consisting of the elimination of rules, risk-taking, and diversity.
Neumann also emphasises the need of a individual diversity, which is
enhanced by job experience and training. Finally, Pascale focuses on an
informal culture, where the need for straight talk and “give-and-take” in
and between all levels is emphasised. The latter is also verified by Nonaka.

6.3.8 Strategy

Now, turning to our last factor, there have been some difficulties in
identifying the authors’ strategies for coping with a turbulent environment.
In regard to Brown and Eisenhardt, Chakravarthy, and Volberda, these are
the ones who most clearly have set out well developed strategies. Brown
and Eisenhardt argue for a “links in time-strategy”, where the organisation
through choreographed transitions can manage to go from the present to the
future, focussing on both today’s activities and tomorrow’s. They use a
metaphor to explain this strategy, saying that managers need to be like
Tarzan – swing on the current vine, look ahead for the next, and make the
switch between the two (Brown & Eisenhardt, 1997 p. 7). In addition, the
“Tarzan-like manager” is encouraged to set a rhythm for the organisation’s
activities. This not only gives the employees the possibility to pace their
work, the organisation also has the chance to set the competitive tempo for
the rest of the industry. The second strategic approach is called semi-
structures, which according to their own definition means that some
features in an organisation are determined (e.g. responsibilities, project
priorities, time intervals between projects), whereas other features are not.
Semi-structures include partial order, which means that they lie between
the extremes of very rigid and highly chaotic organisations.

Chakravarthy argues for a strategy, which includes three major issues.
First, organisations need to “repeat first mover”, which means that it is not
enough to only once be the first one out with a new product our idea, but
rather that this must be done repeatedly. Secondly, when constantly
entering the market first, the organisation must assure that there is an outlet
for the products and services, in other words to establish and maintain a
well-functioning network of customers, suppliers, and alliance partners.
Their third concept of strategy, highlights the necessity to “go with the



How to Cope with a Turbulent Environment
A literature study by Carina Hedlöf & Ulrika Janson

55

flow”, i.e. to sense when it is time to enter or exit a certain market, which is
a task assigned to the manager of an organisation.

Nonaka has not developed a clear and distinct strategy for organisations
performing in a turbulent environment – saying “do this or do that”. Rather

he claims that in respect to creative
chaos, it is important to have a
broad and not a too specific
direction. This allows a free
interpretation of the strategy and
nourishes creativity and fluctuation
of viewpoints within the
organisation. Nonaka calls this
“strategic ambiguity”. In alignment
to this argument, the organisation
needs to be removed far from
equilibrium and not only create, but
also amplify creative chaos (focus
on contradictions) in order to move
in the direction of innovation.

Pascale’s first offer to the reader of
his article is a broadening of the
traditional strategic approach. He
argues that the “old” top-down
strategies must be replaced by e.g.
experimentation, rapid learning, and
seizing the momentum of success.
The three issues all involve a
dramatic improvement of the speed
of new strategic initiatives and
organisational renewal. This
strategy also implies that foremost
experimentation and rapid learning
shall take place at “the grass-roots”.
These people are argued to have the
ability to very creatively and quickly
solve the problems that they actually

are the closest to. This is a strategic direction that never could have been
prescribed top-down, according to Pascale’s article.

Strategy
B & E
(1997)

Links in time
Semi-structure

Chak.
(1997)

Repeat 1st mover
Networking
Go with the flow

Neum.
(1997)

Nonaka
(1988)

Strategic ambiguity
Focus on
contradictions

Pascale
(1999)

Change the
traditional approach
to strategy
Experimentation
Seize the momentum
of success
Rapid learning

Stacey
(1993)

Short term: Planning
approach
Long term: Strategies
emerges through
spontaneous self-
organisation and
political and learning
processes.

T-baum
(1998)

Volb.
(1997)

Operational,
structural, and
strategic flexibility
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Stacey focuses on that the lack of causal connection in innovative human
organisations is what makes it impossible to plan long term. Therefore, new
strategic directions can only emerge through spontaneous self-organisation,
political and learning processes. The means to reach this type of self-
organisation is presented below Stacey’s suggestions in the above four
factors. However, short term planning of the organisations existing
activities can and must be used in order to give ground for the spontaneous
new strategic directions.

Finally, Volberda’s focus lies on flexibility, as well internally as externally
(the words put in the parentheses represent first internal and then external
examples). He argues for operational flexibility (e.g. production volume,
outsourcing), structural flexibility (job enlargement, just-in-time), and
strategic flexibility (abandoning current strategies, influencing consumers),
where all the different approaches are internal as well as external types.

With these last words we consider our presentation of the eight articles and
their authors’ approaches in regard to our eight factors to be done and we
are now about to present an abbreviated form of the text in our
systematisation.
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6.4 Systematisation of contemporary literature

Factor

Author

Environmental
perspective

Characteristics
of change Paradoxes

Brown and
Eisenhardt

(1997)

Short product
cycles
Rapidly changing

Continuous change
Incremental /
radical and in
between
Emerging

Planning / chaos
Past / present /
future
Responsibility /
freedom

Chakravarthy
(1997)

High rate of change
Complex and
dynamic

Repeated change Flexibility /
commitment

Neumann
(1997)

Rapidly changing
Uncertain
Far from
equilibrium

Non-linearity
Not straight
forward

Horizontal /
vertical
Linearity / non-
linearity
Determinism /
randomness

Nonaka
(1988)

Chaotic nature
Dynamic
Rapid changes
Far from
equilibrium

Continuous change Order out of chaos

Pascale
(1999)

Fast-changing
Turbulent
Far from
equilibrium

Emergent
Small changes can
give big effects

Ridgity /
randomness
Split / fit

Stacey
(1993)

Far from
equilibrium
Chaos
Dynamic

Emerge
Small changes give
huge effects
Continuous change

Stability /
instability
Conflict /
consensus
Confusion / clarity

Tetenbaum
(1998)

Fast-changing
complexity
Chaos
Disequilibrium

Discontinuous
Geometric rate
Emerge

Order / disorder
Unpredictable /
predictable
Rules / randomness

Volberda
(1997)

Chaos
Highly turbulent

Fast-moving
Numerous
Frequent
Radical

Adapt / influence
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Factor

Author

Organisational
structure Leadership

Brown and
Eisenhardt

(1997)

Balance between mechanic
and organic

Proactive
Vigilant
Combining clear
responsibilities, priorities and
freedom
Probe into the future
Manage transitions

Chakravarthy
(1997)

Flat organisations
Small and focused units

Vigilant
Context aware
Create bottom-up
entrepreneurship

Neumann
(1997)

Blend of hierarchy and
networks
Balance vertical and
horizontal structures

Reward and support new
initiatives

Nonaka
(1988)

Autonomous organisation
units
Project teams
Cross-functional integration

Create vision and crisis
Challenge subordinates
No control

Pascale
(1999)

Parallel networks
Decentralise
Focus on front-line
Vertical teams

Provide vision and context
Give learning experience
Challenge peer
No control top-down
Empower grass-root
employees

Stacey
(1993)

Group dynamics
Hierarchy suspended – most
of the time

Two way challenge
Let go – no control
Breaking symmetries
Detecting and selecting small
disturbances

Tetenbaum
(1998)

Decentralise
Flexible constant moving
teams
Ideas rather than structure

Manage transition between
eras
Build resilience
Destabilise system
Manage order/disorder
Create learning organisation

Volberda
(1997)

Multifunctional teams
Few hierarchical levels
Alteration between flexible
and planned forms

Create and control flexibility
Performance oriented
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Factor

Author

Human
resource

Corporate
culture Strategy

Brown and
Eisenhardt

(1997)

Build in acceptance
of continuous
change

Links in time
Semi-structure

Chakravarthy
(1997)

Guiding philosophy
Temporal tangible
image

Repeat 1st mover
Networking
Go with the flow

Neumann
(1997)

New members with
variety of
background
Training and job
experience

Individual diversity
Broad holistic value
set

Nonaka
(1988)

Job rotation
Mid-way hiring

Give and take
Equivocal visions
Countercultures

Strategic ambiguity
Focus on
contradictions

Pascale
(1999)

Informal
Straight talk
Give and take

Change the traditional
approach to strategy
Experimentation
Seize the momentum
of success
Rapid learning

Stacey
(1993)

Job rotation
Mid-way hiring
Create resource
slack

Conflicting cultural
diversity
Self-reflection in
group
No vision

Short term: Planning
approach
Long term: Strategies
emerges through
spontaneous self-
organisation and
political and learning
processes.

Tetenbaum
(1998)

Training
Diverse group of
people

Eliminate rules
Encourage risk
taking
Strong core values
Ideology
Purpose
Foster diversity

Volberda
(1997)

Temporary labour
in peripheral
activities
Job enlargement

New norms and
values
Central role in
interpreting the
environment

Operational, structural,
and strategic flexibility
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6.5 Chapter six in a nutshell

In this chapter we have thoroughly gone through what is to be seen as our
empirical findings, i.e. the authors’ in the eight selected articles approaches
to the guiding factors; environmental perspective, characteristics of change,
paradoxes, organisational structure, leadership, human resource, corporate
culture, and strategy. Thereby, we have answered the fifth and sixth sub
questions in our problem discussion (section 1.3) – How are these factors
approached in contemporary literature? and Are there differences and
similarities to be found?

We have shown that the eight factors are dealt with, where Nonaka, Stacey,
and Volberda touched upon all of the factors, whereas the remaining five
articles either left out human resource or strategy. The greatest similarities
in how the authors approached the factors were to be found below
environmental perspective (which is no surprise, since the environment that
they researched should be turbulent was one of the criteria to qualify as a
relevant article). The greatest differences were found below human
resource and strategy. However, so far we have seen that the overall
similarities are greater than the differences between the articles. In the next
chapter, we will continue looking at similarities and differences and
drawing some conclusions from the findings in this chapter in combination
with the literature researched in chapter four and five.

As a more extensive “nutshell” of this chapter, we could once again
summarise what we have found. However, our attempt and belief is that the
systematisation in section 6.4 shall be sufficient for the reader to receive a
comprehensible picture of what we call our empirical findings, and
therefore we hereby end this chapter.
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7 ANALYSIS

7.1 Why read this chapter?

At this point in our thesis you might feel like the little man to the right –
looking at a bomb that seemingly never is going to
explode. We do not promise any explosions literally
when reading this chapter, but we do intend to put our
previous discussions and findings in use in a somewhat
explosive, but comprehensible, manner. You will find
the answers to the questions originating in our problem
discussion (section 1.3) and by the end of this chapter
the fulfilment of our purpose shall be obvious. The
three main headings of this chapter are identical to the
two main questions plus the final concluding question in section 1.3. This
has been done in order to further clarify the substantiality of this chapter.

7.2 What characterises a turbulent environment?

Looking back at the definition of a turbulent environment given in chapter
four and at the authors’ definitions of how a turbulent environment can be
explained, we are now ready to take this a step further and give our own
definition. Four of the examined articles in chapter six use the words
dynamic and complex specifically to describe a turbulent environment, but
always in combination with either fast changes or chaos. The definition that
Sadler provided us with - “an environment characterised both by several
changes occurring rapidly and simultaneously and by a situation where
only the most optimistic see the possibility of a return to a more stable
environment in the foreseeable future” (Sadler, 1996 p. 21) - we find more
illustrative than Johnson & Scholes’ definition as complex and dynamic. In
addition, in six of the authors’ articles, the environment is defined as being
either chaotic or far from equilibrium, which were explained to be the same
phenomenon. This discussion, implying fast changes and chaos, leads us to
characterise a turbulent environment as being: fast-changing and of a
chaotic nature.

Since the environment to us and in accordance to the majority of authors is
characterised by fast changes, we also want to give a definition of what this
change stands for. In chapter four we presented two main views of change;
the traditional view and the continuous change view. When systemising the
articles, we found that the majority of authors support the continuous
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change view. The definitions used in chapter four,
incremental/evolutionary and radical/revolutionary did not frequently
appear, rather change was simply explained as continuous. Brown and
Eisenhardt claimed that change is neither only incremental nor only radical,
but that there also is a third type of change, which can be placed
somewhere in between. This argument, we believe is true, and the fact that
Stacey and Pascale imply that small changes can have big effects we see as
establishing this fact. The view that small changes have big effects
originate from the chaos theory and its unpredictability, which is also what
Sadler’s above definition of a turbulent environment indicates. This
unpredictability makes it difficult to plan and as a number of our
investigated authors highlight, in this type of environment, changes,
strategies, behaviour and so fourth emerge. With all this in mind, according
to us, verified by a number of authors, change is; continuous, emergent,
where small changes can have big effects and therefore neither only
characterised by incremental nor only by radical, but also falls somewhere
in between.

In addition to the two above discussions, we have also found paradoxes as
characterising a turbulent environment. In all of the systemised articles,
paradoxes were used to explain different phenomena. As Stacey explained
to us in chapter four, paradoxes are “self-contradictory, essentially
conflicting forces, none of which can be removed” (Stacey, 1996 p. 66). As
one instinctively understands, paradoxes are not easy to deal with.
Therefore we find it crucial to remember that paradoxes exist and that they
will have an impact on an organisation dealing with a turbulent
environment.

As an answer to the question in the heading of this section and as a result of
the discussion above, we are now able to give our definition of the
characteristics of a turbulent environment. The characteristics are fast
changes, chaotic nature, and paradoxes. In addition, the fast changes are
continuous, emergent and can be small, big or somewhere in between. All
in all, a turbulent environment and change are highly unpredictable.

7.3 What needs to be considered when coping with this
environment?

Taking a closer look at the conceptual factors and how different authors
believe they should be handled, we will depart from our chapter five. What
we did was to highlight factors that we believe are of importance when
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understanding how to cope with a turbulent environment. In chapter five
we also divided the eight factors into two groups, contextual and
conceptual factors. We have in the above section handled the contextual
factors, which include the environmental perspective, characteristics of
change and paradoxes. We will now move on to the conceptual factors,
organisational structure, leadership, human resource, corporate culture, and
strategy and refer to them in relation to the their context, i.e. a turbulent
environment.

We have found that contemporary literature’s approaches to the first
conceptual factor, organisational structure, are very similar. The authors in

chapter six indicated that how to organise in a
turbulent environment are to a great extent about
teams, decentralising and to blend a rigid and
loose structure. We agree with the majority of
authors, who argue that teams are one solution to
how to answer to a turbulent environment, since
they facilitate the dynamics, which are necessary
in order to constantly innovate. The two other
suggestions, decentralisation and a blend
between rigid and loose structure, we see as

somewhat contradictory. Chakravarthy, Pascale, Stacey and Tetenbaum
argue that there is a need to decentralise in order to become more
innovative and to learn, whereas Brown and Eisenhardt, Neumann, and
Volberda emphasise that the structure should be a blend between two
extremes, such as mechanistic/organic and hierarchy/networks, and indirect
say that the solution is not as simple as just to decentralise. We believe that
decentralising is beneficial if the organisation has too much hierarchy in its
structure, but we do not see it as a solution to continuously decentralise
until structure has almost vanished. The blend of structures corresponds to
the discussion in the previous section about paradoxes as being one
characteristic of a turbulent environment. When coping with a turbulent
environment we believe that there are no quick and easy answers. The
organisational structure has to be a blend, i.e. to be both/and. This indicates
that it is not enough to only decentralise, but the organisation also needs to
find the balance between hierarchy and networks. We believe that trying to
implement such a structure can create problems, since organisations are not
traditionally used to have this balance and therefore, the knowledge about a
successful change can be missing.

Organisational
structure
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All in all, we believe that the organisational structure needs be made out of
teams and that these teams should have the authority and power to make
decisions, i.e. the organisation needs to have a loose structure. But there is
also a need to integrate these teams, which needs to be facilitated from the
top of the organisation, and which thereby represents a more rigid structure.

Turning to our next conceptual factor, leadership, we will now analyse the
authors’ suggestions on how the role of the manager shall be designed in a
turbulent environment. At a first glance, our
systematisation may give the impression that the
authors do not agree, as they speak about vision,
challenge, vigilance, and context, since none of
the suggestions are represented by more than
two authors. Although, they seem to agree upon
that the manager’s role is not about controlling
the employees. When performing in a turbulent
environment we find it almost impossible to
control, since the organisation quickly needs to
respond to changes in the environment. If the manager were to control the
employees, their creativity and ability to innovate are likely to decrease.
Instead what the leader needs to do is to build an arena in which the
employees can act and react. For example, if the environment is
characterised by chaos, one way to deal with this is to have an organisation
that performs in a similar way. As we stated in chapter four, chaos is
characterised by unpredictability and hidden patterns, which indicates that
the manager has to set the organisational context so that the employees can
cope with their environment. This can not be done by giving the answers to
questions, but through coming with a number of ideas and suggestions.
Therefore, we rather believe that it is the manager’s role to create dynamics
within the organisation and not to control. Brown and Eisenhardt’s
suggestion that the leader should combine clear responsibilities, priorities
and freedom, we find useful when defining what leadership is all about.

Analysing what guidance the conceptual factor human resource offers
when trying to understand how to cope with a turbulent environment, it was
somewhat difficult to find general solutions that a majority of the authors
suggested. Ranging from job rotation to “create resource slack”, the answer
is that organisations need to generate creativity and dynamics among its
employees. When people of different ages, with different backgrounds,
education, ideas and perspectives are placed to work together, conflicts
normally arise and self-questioning takes place. We believe that these

Leadership
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dynamics created among the employees can be very fruitful for the
organisation, especially when constantly innovating is crucial for success.
It is a way to imitate the external conditions in the turbulent environment

and accustom the employees to the constant
changes taking place. Even though none of the
authors in chapter six talked about establishing
stability for the employees in regard to human
resource, we would like to emphasise that too
much conflict, rotating between jobs, and/or
diversity easily can increase insecurity and
dissatisfaction. Although, with the help from how
other conceptual factors are coped with (e.g.
leadership and corporate culture), this insecurity

and dissatisfaction can be relieved. As a conclusion, we therefore argue for
coping with human resource through diversifying and alternating the
combination of employees, but also that these actions have to be supported
by other conceptual factors.

If we then turn to corporate culture, it is argued that this conceptual factor
must not limit the behaviour and thinking in the
organisation. Therefore, countercultures, temporal
images, or conflicting cultural diversity must
prevail. We believe that Stacey’s argument that a
vision shall be avoided to the benefit of self-
reflection is taking it a little too far. As we said in
the discussion above, the people in the
organisation need some kind of direction or “life-
line” when working in a fast-changing and chaotic
environment. We therefore agree with Brown and
Eisenhardt and Volberda, who argue that what the corporate culture needs
to do, is to build in the acceptance of change and play a central role in
interpreting the environment. These general and broad suggestions can be
crystallised into a guiding philosophy, encouragement of risk-taking, and a
broad value set. The conclusion regarding this conceptual factor is
therefore to favour a corporate culture that provides the people in the
organisation with a framework for interpreting their fast-changing and
chaotic environment, and secondly, having a culture including
countercultures, where risk-taking and diversity come natural.

Hereby we conclude this section by analysing our last factor, strategy. In a
fast-changing and chaotic environment where paradoxes play a great role

Human
resource

Corporate
culture
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and where causal connections are missing, it contradicts itself to set out a
specific strategy for these organisations. Therefore, we agree with Pascale’s
new and broader approach to strategy, where the speed of strategic
initiatives and renewal are central. This approach is very similar to
Stacey’s, which we also support, indicating that strategies in the long run
have to emerge through self-organisation and therefore can not be planned.
This means that our argument challenges Peter et al’s definition of strategy,
which we joined in chapter five, as the actions an organisation designs in
response to or in anticipation of changes in its external environment. Is it
favourable for an organisation performing in a turbulent environment to
design its actions in response to or in anticipation of change? When the
speed of strategic initiatives has to be high, we believe that the designing,
responsive and anticipatory approach to strategy is too slow, suggesting

that Peter et al’s definition is not appropriate in
this context.

More specific suggestions such as Brown and
Eisenhardt’s, Chakravarthy’s, and Volberda’s
strategies do have their points, and we believe that
they deserve a thought or two. Brown and
Eisenhardt’s “links in time” and “semi-structure”
strategies, are very well grounded, but in respect
to the some of the other authors’ fear of being

trapped in a disadvantageous situation, even Brown and Eisenhardt’s
strategies could be questioned. We believe that a time-pacing strategy can
put a spoke in a one’s own wheel by being too deterministic and that it is
very difficult to balance on the edge, i.e. to consequently implement semi-
structures3. These arguments indicate that we are somewhat sceptical to
these strategies.

Chakravarthy’s three main topics in his strategy serve a good purpose – to
constantly bring out new innovations, but we miss an extensive explanation
of how? We argue that every organisation in the IT and telecom industry
(examples of a turbulent environment) is eager to bring out new
innovations at a high pace, but obviously not all of them do. We therefore,
call for a more precise clarification of what method that shall be used in
order to repeat first mover, use networking, and to go with the flow.

                                          
3 For further reading, see Brown and Eisenhardt (1998), Competing on the edge

Strategy
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Volberda’s extensive description of how flexibility is achieved definitely
answers the question how?, and we believe that this strategy is helpful for
an organisation not only operating in a turbulent environment, but for any
organisation aiming at cutting costs or increasing efficiency.

All of the above discussions lead back to what we said previously when
analysing strategy as a factor to take into consideration when understanding
how to cope with a fast-changing and turbulent environment – categorical
strategies are very difficult to define in this context. Rather, we suggest a
broader approach to strategy, one that realises that strategies in the long run
have to emerge through self-organisation and therefore can not be planned.
The strategy can however set the foundation for and be an important
ingredient in how the other four conceptual factors are approached, i.e. how
to deal with the organisational structure, leadership, corporate culture, and
human resource.

Hereby, we have ended up with our approach to each guiding factor. The
approach to each individual factor has developed in regard to its context. In
other words, the environmental perspective, characteristics of change and
paradoxes have influenced the outcome of the conceptual factors. Let us
now take a closer look at the interrelationship between the conceptual
factors, i.e. how the factors interact and to what extent the given
approaches are influenced by this interaction. As you soon will see, the last
conceptual factor, strategy, is not included in this section. This due to the
conclusion we came to above; categorical strategies are very difficult to
define in this context. However, we stated that a strategy could set the
foundation for and be an important ingredient in how the other four
conceptual factors are approached. Therefore you will not find one separate
and specific strategy below nor its possible relation to the other conceptual
factors, but rather that a broader strategic approach may lie behind the
entire interrelationship between the factors. But before figuring that out, we
need to extend our analysis a little bit more.

7.3.1 The interrelationship between the conceptual factors

Let us start looking at the relationship between organisational structure and
leadership. We have presented a structure that contains teams, and that is
both rigid and loose. We think that this is a perfect match with the type of
leader presented, i.e. a person that combines clear responsibilities, priorities
and freedom. Having teams that are working more or less autonomous
demands that the leader lets the teams have their freedom. But with teams



Analysis
A literature study by Carina Hedlöf & Ulrika Janson

68

working independently also demands that they know what is right and what
is wrong. This is facilitated by the leader, who gives clear responsibilities
and priorities. On the other hand, if having a leader with the characteristics
described, this person would not be right for a too rigid structure. This
leads to that not only must the organisational structure correspond to the
leader, but also the leader must correspond to the organisational structure.

What is the relationship if we instead look at the leader and the corporate
culture? Our presented leader is most successful in a culture where the
culture itself indicates how to act. This way there is no problem in letting
go and allowing freedom, since the culture will keep the employees within
acceptable boundaries. We presented a corporate culture that facilitates
risk-taking and in which diversity comes natural. With the leader described
above, we believe that there is an allowance for taking risks to a certain
level. This is the area between the clear responsibilities and freedom. Also,
we see it partly as the leader’s role to create the dynamics within the
culture. This can only be done by letting people interact and not holding
back their ideas for example. Also, challenging peers, i.e. to show that there
is nothing wrong with questioning, is necessary in order to create the
desired dynamics. We also think that with a culture, in which diversity
comes natural, the dynamics within the group arise more easily and
therefore is helpful for a leader trying to make the employees innovative.

The diversity in the culture leads us to another relationship, the relationship
between corporate culture and human resource. Having a culture
characterised by diversity must be supported by human resource in the way
that e.g. new members with a variety of backgrounds are recruited. On the
other hand, if human resource emphasises on a variety of people, the
culture must allow for these people to be accepted, and be open to new
influences. This is difficult if the culture grows too strong, and more or less
dictates what is right and what is wrong. One attempt to break the power of
the culture was presented when Nonaka and Stacey suggested that an
organisation should engage in midway hiring, i.e. to recruit a larger number
of people that are midway through their careers and who can come in to stir
things up. We are not sure that midway hiring is the right way to go about,
but we want to put emphasis on that human resource and corporate culture
are interrelated in an organisation.

The next relationship that we will analyse is the one between human
resource and organisational structure. In order to offer the employees the
possibility to e.g. rotate between jobs, there is a need for a structure that
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allows the employees to be assigned different tasks. One solution is to have
the organisational structure that we presented above, one that is containing
teams and is a blend between a rigid and loose structure. But to
successfully work in teams also demands that the employees are capable of
doing so. This can be facilitated by continuous training. Also, to create the
desirable dynamics within the team, a variety of people are needed. This is
where human resource is important, since the recruiting of a diversified
staff has an impact on the organisational structure. The blend between a
rigid and loose structure puts a greater demand on the people working
within it and once again it demands that human resource is prepared for it.

This discussion is also valid when talking about organisational structure
and corporate culture. When continuously moving from one structure to
another and since the loose structure does not provide any clear rules on
how to do things, the corporate culture can help in how to deal with this
situation. We still believe though that the culture should not be too strong,
but that it shall offer some guidance. When blending two ways of
structuring in order to easier respond to change, there must be an
acceptance to change within the culture, otherwise the risk is too big that
the blend no longer is a blend but a rigid structure. Also, with a diversified
culture, dynamics are created in the teams and within the organisation.
With an acceptance of change, structural changes are easier to implement,
which strengthens the flexibility of the organisation.

Finally, we move over to the interrelationship between leadership and
human resource. With the leader we presented earlier in mind and in order
to successfully provide clear responsibilities, priorities and freedom, there
is a need that the employees can act accordingly. This also facilitates the
possibility to implement job rotation since there are no grey areas in the
employees’ tasks.

By ending this discussion we have now gone through all the factors and the
relationships between them. This means that we shall be able to answer
what it is that needs to be considered when coping with a turbulent
environment: to create a sustainable interrelationship between
organisational structure, leadership, human resource, and corporate culture.
More explicitly, to create an organisational structure made out of teams and
a blend between a rigid and loose structure; to let the manger create
dynamics through clear responsibilities, priorities and freedom; to cope
with human resource through diversity and alternation; and finally to
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favour a corporate culture that provides a framework for interpreting the
environment and in which risk-taking and diversity come natural.

7.4 How can an organisation cope with a turbulent
environment?

As a result of our above discussion we have come to the concluding
question in our problem discussion (section 1.3) – How can an
organisation cope with a turbulent environment?

To answer this question we have created a model (presented on the next
page), in which the contextual as well as the conceptual factors are
embedded. The background area represents the three contextual factors;
environmental perspective, characteristics of change, and paradoxes. This
is meant to illustrate that these factors have given the context in which the
other factors have developed and now reside. The circles represent the four
conceptual factors; organisational structure, leadership, human resource,
and corporate culture, which all are connected with each other. As a
reminder, between these four conceptual factors there is no order of
importance.
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Having gone through the interrelationship in the model presented above,
one might wonder what happened to strategy. However, we did state earlier
that categorical strategies are very difficult to define in this context, but that
strategy can be an important ingredient in how the other four conceptual
factors are approached. We have come to the conclusion that there is a
broad strategic approach behind how these factors are to be coped with in a
turbulent environment. It all comes down to creating dynamics.

In a fast-changing environment of chaotic nature, where the changes are
continuous, emergent, small, big or somewhere in between, and where
paradoxes play an important role, it is necessary to cope with this through
developing an organisational structure, leadership, human resource, and
corporate culture, in which the objective always is to create dynamics and

Organisational
structureLeadership

Human
resource

Corporate
culture

Environmental perspective

Characteristics of change

Paradoxes

Figure 7.1: What to consider when coping with a turbulent environment
Source: own
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to build in an acceptance of change. In other words, you have to create
dynamics in order to cope with a turbulent environment.
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8 CONCLUSIONS

8.1 Why read this chapter?

In this conclusive chapter, the reason for why you should read this chapter
might seem as a silly question. Probably, if you have read this thesis from
the very beginning, the end result presented here
will not appear as a surprise. However, in our
introduction we promised our reader that it should
be possible to read our first chapter and then
directly turn the somewhat sixty pages and end up
right here. Maybe that was promising a little too
much. What we most likely wanted to impose on
our reader was the fact that the fulfilment of our purpose given in chapter
one should be presented here. That is a promise we intend to keep and
which we will prove below!

8.2 A final concluding discussion

As a reminder from the first chapter, we would like to repeat the purpose of
this thesis:

“The purpose of this thesis is to define a turbulent environment and identify
how an organisation can cope with this environment”

Through developing an understanding for the theoretical field of a turbulent
environment and change in combination with an examination of
contemporary literature, we have aimed at fulfilling our purpose. We have
studied, systemised and compared eight articles of contemporary literature
and their authors’ individual approaches in regard to the factors;
environmental perspective, characteristics of change, paradoxes,
organisational structure, leadership, human resource, corporate culture, and
strategy.

The conclusions we have come to are that with a definition of the
environment as being fast-changing and of chaotic nature, where the
changes are continuous, emergent, small, big or somewhere in between,
and where paradoxes play an important role, it is necessary to develop an
organisational structure, leadership, human resource, and corporate culture,
in which the objective always is to create dynamics and to build in an
acceptance of change. In addition, there is an interrelationship between all
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of these factors, i.e. the given approach to each and every factor is
influenced by how the remaining factors have been dealt with. In regard to
how these, according to our findings, shall be designed, there is a
sustainable interrelationship between them all. More explicitly, the
interrelationship comes down to creating an organisational structure made
out by teams and having a blend between a rigid and loose structure; letting
the manager create dynamics through clear responsibilities, priorities and
freedom; coping with human resource through diversity and alternation;
and finally, favouring a corporate culture that provides a framework for
interpreting the environment and in which risk-taking and diversity come
natural.

Regarding the conceptual factor strategy, categorical strategies are very
difficult to define in this context, but strategy can however be an important
ingredient in how the other four conceptual factors are approached. We
have come to the conclusion that there is a broad strategic approach behind
how these factors are to be coped with in a turbulent environment – cope
with it through creating dynamics!
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9 SOME FINAL REFLECTIONS AND SUGGESTIONS ON
FURTHER RESEARCH

When we started this research we could not imagine that the chaos theory
would play such a big role as it has. As being a part of business economics
it was totally new to us. However, along the road we have developed a
greater understanding for this field, and we do believe that this has been the
greatest development of knowledge on our behalf (remember our approach
to science…?). Furthermore, conducting a literature study has been a big
challenge, foremost when trying to in words explain what we have read and
what conclusions we have drawn. Our intention was to keep it short and
comprehensible, but it appeared to be a combination without a solution,
which is why this thesis rather had to become somewhat long, but
hopefully still comprehensible.

We have identified and examined how contemporary literature deals with
the complexity that lies within chaos theory, paradoxes, and a fast-
changing environment. It would be of great interest to see what conclusions
that can be drawn, when extending our research empirically, i.e. conducting
a research in an organisation performing in a turbulent environment. We do
not intend to do this, but leave this most interesting work up to someone
else.

In this thesis, we have dealt with organisational issues, such as
organisational structure, leadership, human resource, corporate culture, and
strategy. We believe that each and every one of these could be dealt with
individually in relation to a turbulent environment in a more extensive
manner – yet in another research.
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