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rganizations and groups permeate our lives, and their influence is

growing. Indeed, each of us is so familiar with being in or being affect-

ed by organizations that we may tend to think we know how they
work—-as Giddens has pointed out, people must be in some sense fairly good
social theorists just to get along in daily life (Giddens 1984). However, naive
theories about organizations are often wrong, and it can be dangerous to rely
upon them. Organizations are large complex highly volatile systems whose be-
havior affects and is affected by the environment in which they operate. Indi-
viduals can, but do not always, affect how organizations operate. The character
of information technology that is available can affect organizational processes,
and so on. For effective guidance in organization design, management, and op-
eration, stronger principles, and the methods for generating and deriving them
are needed.

Clearly, organizational behavior is affected by a large number of interacting
factors. Organizational theory can be characterized as the study of how this
multiplicity of factors combine to influence the behavior of organizations and
the people and technologies comprising them. Some would even argue that
across such factors there are general principles of organizing that are true for all
groups and organizations regardless of whether the actors within the organiza-
tions are human or artificial. As such, organizational theory can also be charac-
terized as the search for these general principles.

Computational organization theory (COT) is the study of organizations as
computational entities. COT researchers view organizations as inherently com-
putational because they are complex information processing systems. An orga-
nization as a computational system is composed of multiple distributed “agents”

that exhibit organizational properties (such as the need to act collectively and
struggles for power), are assigned tasks, technology, and resources, and across
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