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P, SELZNICK’S “INSTITUTIONAL™ APPROACH

< Summary >
Takashi Nishio

Philip Selznick, a noted American sociologist, developed over many
years an unique approach to the study of “institutions” through empir-
ical studies of the TVA, Bolshevik groups, private enterprises, and the
relation between law and society. His main contribution consists in
seeing that the dynamic relation between policy change and organiza-
tional development can be fruitfully interpreted through the application
of the logic of Freudian psychoanalysis.

According to his “institutional” approach, an institution is a natural
product of social needs and pressures, a responsive organ, whereas an
organization is, as an ideal type, a rational instrument engineered todo a
certain job or be an expendable tool. Institutionalization is a process
through which an organization grows into an institution reflecting its
own history of adaptation to its environment, both external and internal.
The test of institutionalization is “the infusion of values,” and the
establishment of a “self-image.” Whatever affects this institutionalization
process is policy. Any doctrine, goal, program, or even a procedure is
regarded as policy in Selznick’s perspective, so long as it encourages the
inner or outer value-commitment of the organization,

Selznick’s definitions of these key terms seem to be vague, but that is
his intention, since he believes that social science research is best served
when definitions are “weak,” and concepts or theories are “strong.”
It is the mutual relations between and among the concepts, not clear
definitions, that should limit and help us select the actual objects of
analysis, The essence of his theoretical framework is summarized as
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follows; “organizational processes profoundly influence the kinds of
poliby that can be made, and policy in turn shapes the machinery of
organization in ways that cannot be accounted for on the premises of
efficient functioning.”

When compared with other schools of organization theory, his *insti-
tutional™ approach has at least four characteristic strengths, First, the
image of organization is open-ended in a dual sense. Selznick analyzes
organizations in relation to not only external pressures and supports, but
also internal commitment and strivings, His central concern lies in their
dynamic adaptation to both environments. Secondly, in spite of the
static impression often given by the word institution, his perspective is
very dynamic and historical. He finds the roots of the present problems
of an organization in its past experience, since any institution is a crea-
ture of its own history. Thus, its history, as well as present policy, will
direct its institutional change in the future. Thirdly, Selznick regards
theory not as the final goal, but as a tool to explain actual phenomena or
to solve social problems. This pragmatic concemn is in striking contrast to
the logical positivist schocl. The “institutional” approach has been
designed for on-the-spot research, providing the advantage of direct
observation and social relevance, which an imbalanced pursuit of theo-
retical elegance or systematization often lacks.

Lastily, the way Selznick analyzes institutions is basically clinical and
normative. He approaches objects with an attitude of “sympathetic
understanding™ just as Freudian psychoanalysts do to their patients. In
this sense, Selznick’s writings fall under the category of ‘“‘humanistic
sociology.” He seems to have a belief that sympathy is in the end more
effective than cynical criticism for undertaken objective study. The
aptness of this conviction is fittingly evident in the impact his empirical
studies have given to the development of sociology.



