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Abstract
Our thinking and methods for understanding organizational change should uneover th
multiple processes and the different actors and factors thatcinteiafluence the
development of the organization. They should account for its initiationraetyence, its
decline, transformation or even termination, along with how it progressesflower
simpler state, to a higher more complex state. Yet these issues lamain unanswered, as
much research on organisational development and change is comparative stdtice
dominated by assumptions that privilege stability over dynamics, andrniectal change
over discontinuous change. While much progress has been made in developing process
accounts of change and innovation, in this paper | discuss the concept ofigenerat
mechanisms. | suggest identifying and individuating how these deeper pooess

mechanisms attain their causal power helps us better understgmdadéss of change.
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I ntroduction
Static models have been useful in providing ‘snapshots’ of organisattarade by offering
insight into different parts of the process and the important faictituencing the change
process at different points in time. However, they are silent on the pafcgssnge towards
equilibrium; how plans were translated into action or how these were nihdiflapted and
changed; how fast or slow adjustment takes; and whether equilibrium iseathed,
especially if the organization keeps changing. Whole processes getdadisgome
disconnected dimension (Mintzberg, 1992; Van de Ven and Poole, 2005), and temgoral a
spatial contextual factors that shaped these ‘snapshots’ aredgifattigrew et al., 2001).
Seeing change as an ongoing process, a stream of interaction, and a floated sititiatives
as opposed to a set of episodic events such a unfreezing, change, (eeazel952) that
underlies many models of change, moves us from a ‘snapshots’ to ‘moving givteve of

change.

Change is a continuous process, therefore the focus should be on “charmgintheat
change” (Pettigrew et al., 2001: 698), and the context, content, and long-termgs@rebss
their interconnections over time, which are mobilised by actors or condge¢lopment
(Tsoukas and Chia, 2002). This requires taking time seriously, both in longitteliims and
through research informed by more nuance temporal theorising about cycleg,grati
event sequences that embraces notions of coevolution, feedback anchemeage capture

one off unanticipated events, tipping points and path dependence.

Processes of Change
Process thinking involves considering phenomena dynamically in terms ofmeote
activity and temporal evolution. It involves consideration of how and why things such a
people, organizations, strategies and environments change, act and evolimever t

(Langley, 2007). That is, the process of catching “reality in flighttigfetv, 1992: 11).
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Van de Ven (1992) suggests that process has been considered from gpeetipes; (1) as
a logic used to explain a causal relationship in variance theory; éyaegory of concepts
that refer to activities of individuals and organizations; and (3)sagjaence of events that
describes how things change over time. It is this third approach tHhatgreaess as ‘a
sequence of individual and collective events, actions and activities ungfalder time in
context’ (Pettigrew, 1997: 338), that provides a dynamic account of organisagcoming,
emerging, developing, transforming and decaying. That is, a process-odextedent,
focusing on the unfolding of processes, actions and interactions, providesiag pictures’

explanation of change.

In an attempt to provide a more complete yet parsimonious explanation of changks Va
Ven and Poole (1995) suggest a framework that integrates altenfeatirees into four ideal
type process theories of organizational development and change. Thesenaifeto
untangle the diverse range of organizational change theories, idenifyPoole and Van de
Ven (2004) call the basimotors’ of change, and offer insight into the relationship among

diverse explanations of organizational change.

However, the four types of change theories represent a high levstd@ion of the process
of change and developmefrportantly, describing patterns of events does not of itself
explain the underlying processes that generated the patterns (Pent®hd5)9Instead, it is
in the ‘arrows’ of Van de Ven and Poole’s models where the action of chatageis place
(Smallman, 2008). Indeed their footnote explains “Arrows on lines represeptdéaliences
among events, not causation between events” (Van de Ven and Poole, 1995: 520).
Understanding change therefore requires explaining how the ‘arrows’ teadsian to the
more proximate processes that explain say fwawation’ takes place in the evolutionary
‘motor’, or what processes result in or are generatéhipfement goalsin a teleological

‘motor’. These are what | believe Pettigrew (1990: 270) calls the flymag logics” and
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“deeper structures” or, what Simon (1992) refers to as the driving mentsnnderlying
changing and evolving entities that operate and interact with each otloetéxtcover time

to produce the patterns of behaviour and change represented by the models.

In this paper | suggest that a way forward in process research is toyitleegé mechanisms

that explain how change happens. Developing robust explanatory accounts requidsgr
accounts of the ‘underlying logics’ or deeper structures’ or procéssdsch ‘cause’ may be
attributed. | draw on research from across a number of disciplines whemadittegs, and
discussion of the concept of mechanism has been undertaken, such as s@dedstipm,

2005; Hedstrom and Swedberg, 1998b), political science (Mahoney and Rueschemeyer, 2003;

Tilly, 2001), and the Philosophy of Science (Bunge, 1997; Bunge, 1999).

The Nature of Explanatory M echanisms
Precise definitions of mechanisms continue to be developed. In receningraasing
attention has been paid to understanding the nature and elements of meshadishow
they bring about change (Bechtel and Abrahamsen, 2005; Machamer et al., 2000; Pajunen,
2008). The debate on mechanisms is contentious and confusing, arising froffeteatdi
disciplinary and philosophical premises (Craver, 2001). While the@nisnon ground,
difference lays in those researchers who see mechanisms asammlgtructs, reducible to
the individual's rational behaviour (Elster, 1989; Hedstrom and Swedberg,)1888dhose
who see mechanisms as real processes, deriving their meaning frontirmecéand space. In
the context of social science, and in particular understanding organizatiangkg
mechanisms have characteristics in terms of behaviour and the prabasgesduce the
behaviour, thus distinguishing between what a mechanism is doing, and howriigist doi

(Machamer et al., 2000).

Bunge (1997: 414), sees mechanisms “as a real process in a concrete, §ysthrthat it is

capable of bringing about, or preventing, some change in the system as a wiibtegta
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mechanisms are activated by events of a certain kind (438), and “allnisrnhare systems
specific” (450). Also that, “mechanism is to system as motion is to body"tamdkihg is to
brain”, “social mechanisms reside neither in persons nor in their enviropntieey are part
of the processes that unfold in, and among social systems (Bunge, 1999: 57-5@). &etht
Abrahamsen (2008: 423) suggest a mechanism “is a structure performing enfliyctirtue
of its component parts, their operation and organization. The orchestratedrungctibthe

mechanism is responsible for one or more phenomena”.

Mechanisms therefore have a number of interrelated charactetistigxonsist of
component parts consisting of entities and their activities and interacthe component
parts are organised spatially and operate in a temporal sequendegthey hierarchical
structure involving multiple levels of organization; they produce domgt- a phenomena,
outcome event, or behaviour as a result of their productive capacitiytéBand

Abrahamsen, 2005; Pajunen, 2008).

An important issue in the individuating of mechanisms is acknowledgmenhéha
components of a mechanism comprises both entities and activitiesitidstare the
producers of change, entities are the things that engage in actiditzahamer et al., 2000:
3). It is the configuration of these entities and their action that give meaistheir causal
power and capability to bring about or prevent change (Bunge, 1997). Machamer et al
(2000), suggest both activities and entities must be included in an adeqaaietioa of

how mechanisms operate, in order to provide an explanation of the phenomena they produce.
This involves a dualistic philosophical approach. A process apprBasiciier, 1996)
appropriately highlights the process of active types of changing. Howeverdérstand how
the mechanism operates and brings about change requires identifyingttbe i engage
in the activities and the capacities or properties that give themeaipacity to act. The
capacity to act is a product of an entity’s structure, which is the outcopr®mpactivities.

This is a substantivist way of expressing that entities have piegptrat give them a capacity
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at a “particular time, in a particular place or occurrence to erigaaivities” (Craver, 2001:
footnote 4). However its is mechanisms that ‘do things’ and are actbréniging about
change, and so ought to be described in terms of the activities of thesewtitimerely in
terms of changes in the properties which would the case of a purely subdtpositien. “It
is not the penicillin that causes the pneumonia to disappear, but whaniti#ipeoes”
(Machamer et al, 2000: 6). It is actions, actually or potentially, thatHimlattor into the

causal structure of the world (Abell, 1987).

This focus on activities is therefore important for ontic, descepnd epistemological
reasons (Machamer et al., 2000). Activities are types of causes, gainingehaing from
their spatio-temporal location to other actions and events (Machamer et a)., 0can
also be abstracted and identified independently of entities and s@setithout reference to
entities at all (Bunge, 1997). A focus on activities therefore is priagéncy, placing the
causal relations in generative mechanisms outside the agentlgi#ar880). Not all actions
reflect intention and Abbott (2001) argues that for epistemologicalrease should remain
‘explicitly agnostic’ about the source of purposeful actions. Whileesewents are indeed

the result of rational actions, others may well have been irrgtiteggpen by chance or be the

result of tradition or even be due to charisma.

Classification of Mechanisms
Research in general, social and natural systems suggests tharéhaamy kinds of
mechanisms in different systems that influence the way an organizablves\including
physical, chemical, biological, psychological, socio-cultural and econosweekas formal,
procedural and representational systems. Following McAdam et al. (2001) weegia to
understand the role of mechanisms in organisational development and changeifyiniglent

general distinction among environmental, cognitive and relational misatean
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Environmentamechanismare generated from external influences that operate directly on the
organization through business relationships and networks. The developmentlatidreof
business relationships and networks is a co-evolutionary procesgessuith as groups,
teams, firms, organizations, and networks act as each other’s environhenact as open
systems able to continually import energy from the environment and expogye(®ar-

Yam, 1997). In order to be sustainable there must be direct correlation hétweasntity and

its environment (Emery and Emery, 1976). That is, for an adaptive relapdhststructure

of internal processes of the entity are aligned with processes fromvihenenent, allowing
energy such as tangible resources, including for instance technology, agibieteesources
such as new ideas (Bunge, 1997), or information, to flow freely to and from theremeint

and other entities through various communication process (Emery and Emery, THg76).
entity must be able to adapt at a rate of change in line with thefrahange in its

environment, or else it will eventually stagnate and die unable to cope mdthpatribute to,

the changing context in which it is embedded (Wilkinson, 2006). Innovation and adaptation
processes therefore involve the entity to recognizing, developing and iexpi@tv ideas

and opportunities in the environment.

Competition and cooperation processes also influence an organizatiensiion in
relationships and networks. Conflict may arise as entities seeffagedtial advantage
compete for scarce or depleted resources in the environment. Coyvensiges may seek
cooperative relationships in order to gain benefits of coordinatemhaatid access and share

resources.

Organizations require various processes for developing succesafioinghips that are
different from but complementary to competitive processes. Organizationsensayected
for both their ability to form cooperative relationships and their conetbility. This
requires organizations in relationships to be similarly structurddoeordinating process

that facilitate alignment. This results in selection pressures arghtigsion biases for
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particular subroutines and competencies that could not be explained bypsigleses in an

isolated firm.

Cognitive mechanisnmaperate through the alteration of individual and collective perceptions
(McAdam et al., 2001). Actions and interactions are guided by an actotiemalaschema

that is filtered through the processes of past experiences and learningpagt tuting in
conjunction with other entities (Craver, 2001). These include theoriese, sensemaking or
the mental models (Weick, 1995). Through cognitive mechanisms actord tiegjarole in,

and the nature of, relationships, including what to expect from the relapotteir ideas,
beliefs about themselves and other actors involved, and their expectaganding each

other’s behaviour and contribution. It also includes how organizations creatatdont

enable action, through individual or communities of understanding, which ma&mpatt
comprehensible and manageable (Snowden, 2001). Actor bonds include processesdissocia
with the emotions and feelings that arise through the abstraction ofl xqeriences, values
and beliefs. These operate through formal and informal interdependent andxcoetpierks

of obligations, experiences and mutual commitment and trust that emerngedynaver

time through the voluntary nature of collaboration (Snowdon, 2002).

Learning and knowledge development are examples of cogitative prodéssetedge is
not a thing, or a system, but an ephemeral, active social process of ré&latndedge
cannot therefore be stored, measured or managed (Stacey, 2001), nor thereddrbyosv
single entity but is instead distributed in people in many levels in anivegi@n and around
the network of relationships (Snowden, 2002). Firms therefore need busiatisstrel
mechanisms, that operate through social bonds, resources ties and adtsjitipt processes
of knowledge sharing, interpretation, sensemaking, recognition, understanding,
reinterpretation and classification of new information. These infliéiegy knowledge and
ideas flow within and between firms, networks and to-and-from the environmisnidough

these processes that opportunities are discovered or are discoveralgb gmtrepreneurial
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actions. It also highlights the role of prior knowledge people and firms hadehe way new
ideas come from combining and recombining existing knowledge in new(\Wéleson,

2006).

Relational mechanisnadter connections among interpersonal networks of people (McAdam
et al., 2001), simultaneously operating in multiple entities and systemgfditeeoutcomes at
a higher level are themselves complex events that emerge asmsaggence of multiple
processes of collective or aggregative behavour at a lower level (2b@ll; Poole and Van
de Ven, 2004). Interaction between individuals is shaped by and shapes higher leve
collective behaviours or outcomes, but is not reducible to purely individaaigburely
aggregate behaviour. This may be conceptualized by adapting a Coleman dékagpiating
how interaction between individuals is both shaped by, and shapes higheoleative
behaviour. In Figure 1, the relationship (4) is transitive; the outcomeot&iead by the
conjunction of type (1), (2) and (3) mechanisms. Actors /entitiesitaii@ed in social context
(individuals in groups, groups in organizations) that influences individiaMoer through
the operation ofituationaltype (1) mechanisms that may be selected or imposed from the
collective level. These may be processes that form the routines edpres that represent
‘the rules of the game’ that drivetioon-formationtype (2) mechanisms between
interdependent actors / entities at a micro-level. These mayhekerin of; gopure market
where independent actors have their own interests and goals, but haveastmaircan aid
the realization of the interests of other actors / entitiegerarchyin which the actions of one
entity’s actions is under the control of another and advance the otherssisiefederation
entities linked by a common interest embodied in a set of norms govegtitgyaind
obligations. Depending on the structural relations between entities aticro level in
combining individual interests and actions this gives riseattsformationalype (3)
mechanisms and macro-structural outcomes (Hedstrém and Swedberg, 1998b; Poale and V

de Ven, 2004). We may extend the diagram upwards to reflect how collective group
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behaviour influences organizational behaviour and outcomes and still furtiediect how

collective organizational interaction in the network gives rise tticpdar network attractors.

It is through relational mechanisms that firms cooperate to achieveytiads:. This includes
the ability of the firm to form successful business relationships wiplgrs, customers,
complementors, and even competitors to jointly co-produce resourcesforbgwhen
individuals leave and join the organization this may change the dynamic oEgteams or
the firm, creating or destroying existing capabilities (Snowdon, 2002).i6Gtelainechanisms
therefore also involve processes of finding and being found by other people anai e

mutual choice mechanisms involved (Wilkinson, 2005).

Organisational development and change therefore takes place throughabo#gdmction
and chance that instigate various combinations of processes situatedronmental,
cognitive and relational mechanisms. These operate within the firm andebetveefirm and
its network of relations, along with events and processes occurringbnoger

environment.

Individuating M echanisms
Analytical accounts of mechanisms describe what it is about theitige that gives them
their tendency or causal power, and under what circumstances these &ndsnanpeded,
enhanced or counteracted. This is typically done in terms of detigeabieginning and
termination condition and decompaosing the intermediate condition into thétwemsparts
and interactions by identifying and individuating the components comprising & rditie
their functional roles and capabilities, and the activities in which thggge. For example, in
explaining the mechanism for DNA replication, the DNA double helix unwinds - a
beginning, producing an intermediate condition that exposes slightly chaggsdtbavhich
complementary bases bond, producing, after further stages in the pnvoedsplicate

helices- a terminating condition (Machamer et al., 2000). An explanationmia td#
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mechanisms requires explanation of how an event, behaviour or outcome wasdgrbduce
the termination condition is produced by set up conditions, and how it moves through the

intermediate stage (Pierson and Skocpol, 2002).

We should think ofet-up conditionsot as inputs into the mechanism but the initial event of
the mechanism (Machamer et al., 2000). These may be an exogenous input frarora prio
concurrent process, or actions, including purposeful actions of actoraspebple, groups

of people, and inanimate objects as passive actors. Initial conditensuaral for showing
what enabling conditions and spatiotemporal orientations are necessaygeothe
mechanism. It may be that certain sequences are only triggereaih ¢entls of events

occur. In social systems these could be a regular meeting of key staffattability or
depletion of a new natural resource, invention of a new idea, or the iritervefithe right

person at the right place and time (Abbott, 1983; Bunge, 1997).

Terminating conditionsre some endpoint or outcome but should not be thought of as output
because nothing necessarily comes out (Bunge, 1997). They may be the conwafrgence
processes which produce the central subject, a particular kind of entigyenokaffairs that

we wish to understand (Machamer et al., 2000), such as birth, death, contagion, growth or

accumulation (Bunge, 1997).

Terminating conditions may be a routine set of enchainment or ongoing unitary pspoess
an exogenous event in further or future mechanisms (Machamer et al., 2000)b# aray
achieved or stable end point where the mechanism reaches a stateegfuitibrium or is
neutralized. There may be a number of typical endpoints to sequences (Abbott, 1983).
Endpoints may also represent an oscillation point or ‘critical junctusghith feedback
mechanisms may be triggered that reinforce the recurrence otifmrtatcomes and
patterns into the future, or act as bifurcation points where new pathisenalen. These

points of divergence may be small initial events that can have largerig effects and,
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once a particular path has been followed, changing paths or reversing théoa aeay
difficult. Events or processes occurring during and immediately follovaritical junctures’
therefore become of central interest in a narrative for understamdimgcking-in of
particular trajectories, or accounting for organisational inertiayTnay also show how the
dynamics triggered by an event or process at one point in time reproduce viesraseh in
the absence of the original event or process (Bechtel and Abrahamsen, 20@5,; Z001;

Glennan, 2002; Machamer et al., 2000; Pajunen, 2008; Sayer, 2000).

A description othe intervening periodequires revealing the processes that play a role in
shaping the pattern of events from the set up condition to the terminating condition
outcome. These may be plotted in a variety of ways to distinguish differenvtsuaptl the
differing forces shaping them (Abbott, 1983). The active organization eftitees and
actions determine the way they produce the phenomena- the outcome or event to be
explained. Entities have to be appropriately located, structured and g iad activities
or actions in which they engage must have a temporal order, rate and duigditremt in a
way that can be specified (Machamer et al., 2000). As shown in Figure 2, a macdkianis
produces outcom®, and is explained by decomposing it into the component parts, the
entities (G, G, ...,G,) and their order of acting.{,A, ...,An) (Craver, 2001). Components of
mechanisms have a unique function and operate in combination or in a sequetivat® a
the mechanism. These cannot be rearranged or substituted, added too or gdimracte
without qualitatively altering their role. Components may operate caiygyeor
competitively and their interactions have an excitatory and inhib@fbegt. Functions are the
roles played by objects and actions in their mechanism (Wimsatt, 19#&at 1984).
Functions should be understood in terms of activities by virtue of whichtslgjentribute to
the workings of a mechanism (Heise, 1990). Description of the internkingsrof a
mechanism elucidates the sequence by which the components or evensdiiygie

initial event interact to produce the outcome event.
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Conclusion
In sum, explanation by way of generative mechanisms involves identifyingiceumbjects,
individual entities such as people, groups, organizations, machines and atiéalm
artefacts and the types of events and characteristics thah'matditative changes in the
subject. It is through the combining of entities, with certain propertiegstara specific
processes, operating at a micro-level, and their relational connethiahgenerates a
mechanism’s potential to affect change and bring about behaviour or outcormes. In
organizational setting this leads to the emergence of particydabitiies and organisational
forms. Explanation by way of mechanisms potentially extends our understangirngess
research by deconstructing ‘processes’ into their component partesf acd entities and

their activities that give causal account to change.
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Figure 2 - Relation between a M echanism and its Components



