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1 COURSE OVERVIEW
Course Name:

Organisation Theory: Online Format (ID: 81.54254)

Degree Programmes:

1. Master BWL (All)
2. Master Wirtschaftsingenieurwesen
3. Master Wirtschaftswissenschaften
Prof. Torsten Oliver Salge, Ph.D.

Lecturer:
Contact:
Content Description:

Qualification Objectives:

Literature:

Leona Brust
(brust@time.rwth-aachen.de)
This course provides an introduction to organisation theory.
This involves understanding the intellectual foundations,
underlying assumptions and principal propositions of selected
theories including for instance behavioural theory, population
ecology theory, institutional theory and the resource-based
view. As part of this course, participants will have the
opportunity to become familiar with both classic readings in
organization theory and contemporary applications to
innovation-related phenomena.
After participating in this course, students should be in a
position to:
1. understand the fundamental purpose and constitutive
elements of selected theories
2. critically discuss empirical research firmly grounded in
organisation theory, and
3. draw on key ideas from selected theories to inform their
own arguments and reflect upon their practical experiences.
See readings below

Course Examination:

1. Colloquium & presentation (50%) and
2. Individual written exam (50%)

Participation Requirements:

1. Solid command of English
2. Basic understanding of technology and innovation
management

Group Size:

No participant limitation

Workload:

10 hours of video lecturing
140 hours of individual and group preparation

Type of Teaching Event:

Video lecture with online discussions, wikis, forums, and
quizzes

Language:

English
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2 COURSE ORGANISATION
The course comprises six sessions, each subdivided into three parts and fully delivered online.
Part A will be based on video lectures. They will provide you with a concise introduction into the
basics of each theory. Part B will be dedicated to the online discussion of a classic reading that
all participants will need to have read in preparation of the exam. All classic readings will be
discussed online in form of an open wiki or forum. In Part C, groups of students will critically
analyse and discuss a research paper with particular emphasis on the role of organisation theory
in form of screencast presentation, and forum Q&A session. The table below depicts the
preliminary schedule.
Preliminary Schedule for Organisation Theory

This course will be managed via the e-learning platform RWTHmoodle. All videos, video slides,
student presentation slides, and readings will be deposited here. In addition, we will
communicate all important pieces of information (e.g., ppt-Template, group allocation, forums,
course and exam preparation) only via RWTHmoodle. It is hence essential for you to sign up for
our RWTHmoodle course by 14/06/2019 (11:59 pm) at the very latest. If you register after that
date, we cannot guarantee that we will be able to assign you to a group.
All videos, discussions, and student presentations will be in English language. The final exam
will also be formulated only in English, and students are asked to respond in English.
The final grade is composed of two elements (Evaluation Option A):
(1) Colloquium (Wiki questions) & presentation (Screencast):

50 percent

(2) Individual written exam:

50 percent

A maximum of 60 points can be obtained for each of the two elements. The final points and
grade is the weighted average of the elements.
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3 GROUP ASSIGNMENTS
Group assignments are a key component of this course and will count for 50 percent of your final
grade. For these group assignments, each student will be assigned to a group typically consisting
of two to five members.
First, each group will be asked to prepare a screencast presentation (20 minutes max.) that
critically discusses one academic paper. Each paper draws on the organisation theory discussed
in the respective session and applies it to explain an innovation-related phenomenon. Papers
adopt quantitative as well as qualitative research designs and have been published in leading
peer-reviewed journals such as the Academy of Management Journal, Administrative Science
Quarterly, the Journal of Management Studies, Management Science, Organization Science or
the Strategic Management Journal. When preparing your slides, you need to use the PowerPoint
template that is available for download on RWTHmoodle. The final slides and screencast need
to be uploaded at RWTHmoodle by 4pm on the 12th July at the very latest. Once received, we
will make your screencasts visible at RWTHmoodle to allow your fellow students to access and
discuss them. The language for the presentation and the discussion with the audience is
English. Groups will be formed by an online survey via “RWTHmoodle Group Choice”
(Allocation of Paper Discussions) and/or the lecturer and students will be informed about
their final group composition via RWTHmoodle by 17/06/2019 (10:00 pm), provided they have
signed up for the RWTHmoodle course by 14/06/2019 (11:59 pm) and answered the
RWTHmoodle survey for the group assignments by 16/06/2019 (11:59 pm). No exceptions
apply.
We would like to stress that your paper discussion needs to go beyond simply summarizing the
content of your assigned paper. Rather you are asked to engage with it critically by discussing
its strengths and weaknesses as well as its contributions to the literature. Particular emphasis
should be placed on the role of theory. It hence needs to become clear why a particular theory
was selected, how it was used to develop the conceptual arguments and how it informed the
research design.
A sample structure of your presentation might look like this:
(1) Introduction (2min)
(2) Paper Description (8 min)
- Positioning in the literature and research question
- Theory selection and conceptual development
- Research design and methods
- Contributions to theory and practice
(3) Paper Discussion (8 min)
(with emphasis on the usage of theory)
- Strengths
- Weaknesses
- Possible Refinements and Extensions
(4) Conclusion (2 min)
(5) Questions and Answers (Online forum)
There will be (up to) two group presentations to each theory. The precise schedule for the paper
discussions is as follows:
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Schedule for Paper Discussions
#

Presentation
Submission by

Theory

Paper

D1

12 July (11pm)

New Institutional
Economics

Ziedonis, R.H., (2004): Don’t fence me in: Fragmented
markets for technology and the patent acquisition
strategies of firms. In: Management Science, 50(6):
804–820.
Markman, G./ Gianiodis, P.T./ Phan, P.H. (2009): Supplyside innovation and technology commercialization. In:
Journal of Management Studies, 46(4): 625–649.

D2

12 July (11pm)

Behavioral
Theory of the
Firm

Chen, W.-R. (2008): Determinants of Firms’ Backward-and
Forward-Looking R&D Search Behavior. In:
Organization Science, 19(4): 609–622.
Desai, V.M. (2008): Constrained growth: how experience,
legitimacy, and age influence risk taking in
organizations. In: Organization Science, 19(4): 594–608.

D3

12 July (11pm)

Population
Ecology Theory

Gilbert, C.G. (2005): Unbundling the Structure of Inertia:
Resource Versus Routine Rigidity. In: Academy of
Management Journal, 48(5): 741–763.
Barnett, W.P./ Freeman, J. (2001): Too much of a good
thing? Product proliferation and organizational failure. In:
Organization Science, 12 (5): 539–558.

D4

12 July (11pm)

Institutional
Theory

Erkama, N., & Vaara, E. (2010): Struggles over legitimacy
in global organizational restructuring: A rhetorical
perspective on legitimation strategies and dynamics in a
shutdown case. Organization Studies, 31(7), 813-839.
Dacin, M.T., Munir, K./ Tracey, P. (2010): Formal dining at
Cambridge colleges: Linking ritual performance and
institutional maintenance. In: Academy of Management
Journal, 53(6): 1393–1418.

D5

12 July (11pm)

Resource Based
View of the Firm

Danneels, E. (2011): Trying to become a different type of
company: Dynamic capability at Smith Corona. Strategic
Management Journal, 32(1), 1-3.
Polidoro, F./ Toh, P.K. (2011): Letting rivals come close or
warding them off? The effects of substitution threat on
imitation deterrence. In: Academy of Management
Journal, 54(2): 369–392.

Second, each group will need to contribute to the discussion of the five classic readings by
means of a Wiki or Forum via RWTHmoodle. In particular, the course instructor will post
questions to every classic reading in the wiki/forum. Each group will then answer the questions
for one classic reading (as assigned by instructor). A thoughtful preparation of all classic readings
is essential as all classic readings are relevant for the final exam.
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Important notice: The questions to the classic readings have to be answered by 12th of July at
the very latest! You will be asked to prepare a classic reading corresponding to the theory your
screencast is related to.
All classic readings and corresponding questions are available through the RWTHmoodle
platform from the start of the course.

READING LIST
As explained above, five classic readings from the field of organisation theory will be discussed
in small groups in terms of a wiki. Participants are hence required to read all articles. These five
articles are also directly relevant for the exam and are available for download on RWTHmoodle.
Required Classic Readings
New Institutional
Economics

Coase, R.H. (1937): The nature of the firm. In: Economica, 4(16): 386–405.

Behavioral Theory
of the Firm

Cyert, R.M./ March, J.G. (1963): A Behavioral Theory of the Firm. Englewood
Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall. (only chapter 6: A Summary of Basic Concepts)

Population Ecology
Theory

Hannan, M.T./ Freeman, J. (1984): Structural inertia and organizational change.
In: American Sociological Review, 49(2): 149–164.

Institutional Theory

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

Resource Based
View of the Firm

Barney, J.B. (1991): Firm resources and sustained competitive advantage. In:
Journal of Management, 17(1): 99–120.

Some of the optional readings listed below but not available on RWTHmoodle might be of
interest to those who would like to explore a topic further. These readings are NOT directly
relevant for the exam, but potentially useful during your exam preparations. Additional readings
for a deeper understanding of each theory will be presented as part of the video lectures.
Optional Readings
Kieser, Alfred/ Ebers, Mark (2006): Organisationstheorien. Stuttgart: Kohlhammer Verlag.
Jaffee, David (2001): Organization Theory: Tension and Change. Singapore: McGraw-Hill.
Baert, Patrick (1998): Social Theory in the Twentieth Century. New York: New York University Press.
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4 COURSE EXAMINATION
The exam for this course, counting for 50 percent of your overall mark, is likely to be structured
as follows (obviously, only the structure announced on the exam day will apply):
Part 1: Theory Foundations
- Max. 30 points - probably two questions with three sub-questions each
- Explanation of constitutive elements (e.g. assumptions, concepts, propositions) of
selected organisation theories
Part 2: Theory Application
- Max. 30 points - Scenario with probably two sub-questions
- Application of theoretical knowledge to particular research scenario (Need to develop a
theoretical argument in support of a specific hypothesis)
A maximum of 60 points can hence be obtained. A minimum of 30 points will be required to pass
the exam. The individual written exam will be formulated in English language and has to be
answered in English. The exam is currently scheduled to take 60 minutes. Besides nonelectronic dictionaries (e.g. German-English) no other aids are permitted and dictionaries are
likely to be checked during the exam. A sample exam will be made available on RWTHmoodle.
We hope you will enjoy the course and look forward to working with you!
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