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To work against threats and to obtain new possibilities, new forms of inter­
organizational collaborations are formed. Established models of organizational control 
are insufficient to cope with the management of such complex situations. The 
management literature deals mainly with one single organization although aspects of 
collaborative processes are discussed. Organizational learning is recommended as a tool 
to in the first place develop an intercultural communication competence, but also as a 
complement to learn more about each other. The question is how to transfer the concept 
to inter-organizations. The viability of an inter-organization is depending on the ability 
to work as a team, learn from each other and adapt to new situations. In this paper 
problems and possibilities with inter-organizational management and organizational 
learning are discussed. 
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1 Introduction 

To work against threats and to obtain new possibilities, new forms of inter­
organizational collaborations are formed. 

Inter-organizations can be compared with, but are not totally equal to, virtual 
organizations. The following properties for virtual organizations, listed by Feltz et al 
(2004), are adequate also for inter-organizations. The organization is a network of 
independent organizations grouped under a unique identity in order to attain a common 
objective. Each partner focuses on its core competences in a complementary way. 
Virtual organizations also use information technology in an intensive manner, wich not 
is necessary in all kinds of inter-organizations. 

Although many aspects of collaborative processes have been discussed in the 
literature, the predominant approach in management as well as in systems science 
literature is that of one single organization with its boundaries and its management 
levels. To handle managerial questions concerning more than one organization, a new 
system level is established. That could be a concern of companies or some coordinative 
authority. The new coordinative instance, though on a higher systems level, is formed 
in the same principle way as a single organization. 

Coordination means achieving efficiency and reliability, consent and coercion. But 
telling another person to achieve coordination doesn't tell him what to do. He doesn't 
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know whether to coerce or bargain or what mixture of efficiency and reliability to 
attempt (Caiden and Wildavsky, 1974). 

Roe (2001) has identified four major management approaches for inter­
organizational management particularly of different ecosystems. The approaches are 
Self-sustaining management, Adaptive management, Case-By-Case Resource 
Management, and High Reliability Management. High reliability organizations include 
for example air traffic control systems and nuclear power plats, which demands high 
technical competence, high performance, high complex activities, etc. Many inter­
organizations are managed with case-by-case resource management as they have of a 
short-term character. 

To exemplify the managerial problems ansmg with inter-organizational 
collaborations a project is described. It is called the CRISS! project and concerns critical 
situations caused by flooding. The aim is to present a model for visualization of such 
critical situations, and to develop a computerized system for simulation based on the 
model. As several authorities and organizations become involved in case of flooding, 
there is a problem to take in the whole situation and have a common picture when many 
incidents happen at the same time. Priorities are hard to make as there is a lack of 
efficient tools showing critical buildings and constructions such as roads, railroads, 
water-purifying plant, etc, in combination with actual and forecasted water-levels. 
Furthermore, coordination between concerned authorities and organizations is not as 
effective as it could be. Interviews with representatives of authorities and organizations 
with experience of earlier flooding have been carried through. Documentation of earlier 
flooding has also been examined (Asproth and Hakansson 2005a; 2005b ). 

A question that has arisen during the work with the project is the problem with 
management of such an inter-organizational issue as a flood. All involved organizations 
are independent and make their own decisions with a few exceptions. The decision­
making is also very time-critical and there is very little time to formalize the decision 
process about common decisions both within and between the organizations. 

The inter-organizational management of a critical situation caused by flooding is 
typically case-by-case. The organizations involved varies from one occasion to another 
depending upon where the flooding is, how big it is and which interested parts are 
stroked. 

In this paper problems and possibilities with inter-organizational management and 
organizational learning are discussed. 

2 Types of Organization Management 

Flat and network organizations pushes decision authority to lower levels in 
organizations, reducing the need for several layers of management. With fewer layers of 
centralized, hierarchical management structure, organizations become increasingly 
characterized by structurally and geographically distributed human resources. 

Network management feature with equality, communication and reciprocity for open 
ended relationship, hierarchical management feature with long term relationship, 
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downward communications, clear boundaries, reliability for closed relationship. (Obata 
and Shizuka, 2003) 

The hierarchical type of management is characterized by a layered organizational 
style, employment relationship, low flexibility, routines and an administrative method 
of resolution. The job process in hierarchical management is reliable and rigid and the 
decision process is slow. The network type of management is characterized by a flat and 
flexible organizational style, complementary strengths, relational means of 
communication and a norm of reciprocity. The job process is complex and the decision 
process agile. (Powell, 1990; Obata and Shizuka, 2003) 

There are almost as many definitions of virtual organizations as there are researchers. 
Bultje and van Vijk (1998) have the following definition of virtual organizations: 
"A virtual organization is primarily characterized as being a network of independent, 
geographically dispersed organizations with a partial mission overlap. Within the 
network, all partners provide their own core competencies and the co-operation is 
based on semi-stable ralations. The products and services provided by a virtual 
organization are dependent on innovation and are strongly customer-based. " 

Virtuality, as a workplace process, requires new ways of thinking about 
management, communication and teamwork. (Larsen, Mc Inemey, 2002) 

2.1 Systemic Management Model 

Schwaninger (1990) has defined a model for objectives and control variables at 
different logical levels of management within an organization, i.e. a business 
organization. Schwaninger identifies objectives and control variables at different logical 
levels of management. He states (Espejo et al, 1996) that it is not possible to control the 
variables in one of the models with that model. Only models on a higher level have a 
good prediction function in relation to the model on the next lower level (see figure 1). 
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Figure 1 Objectives at different logical levels of management 

97 



Schwaninger has elaborated this model for management of business firms. The model is 
applicable at different recursive levels, for example a business unit, a subsidiary 
company and the corporation. In earlier work (Asproth and Hakansson, 2002) the 
possibility to use the Systemic Management Model at the societal level has been 
examined, which showed to be promising. The model, though promising, is developed 
for single organizations and need to be further elaborated for inter-organizations (see 
figure 1). 

To sum up: 
• A model for objectives and control variables at different logical levels of 

management within an organization, 
It is not possible to control the variables in one of the models with that model. 
Only models on a higher level have a good prediction function in relation to the 
model on the next lower level. 
The model is developed for single organizations and need to be further 
elaborated for inter-organizations 

2.2 The Viable Systems Model, VSM 

The Viable Systems model (Beer, 1979) is a cybernetic tool for diagnosing and 
designing complex systems. The model provides a useful tool to consider alternative 
organizational structures and meet new challenges the system is facing. A brief 
description of VSM is that it consists of five systems representing production (1 ), 
coordination (2), control (3), development (4), and management (5) . The production 
system (1) and the development system (4) are interacting with the environment. 

VSM can be used recursively, which means that it can be applicable on different 
system levels, a department within an organization as well as the whole organization. 
Further, it can be used at the society level. 

The potential contribution of the systems approach to management research and 
practice turns out to be enormous, even though this is not yet widely known or 
understood. (Schwaninger, 2001; Beer, 1988, Espejo et al, 1996) 

Achterbergh and Vriens (2002) have applied Beer's Viable System Model to 
knowledge management to keep organizationally viable knowledge available. This is 
also an important issue for the CRISS! project. 

Achterbergh and Vriens (2002) have identified four central processes for producing 
and processing organizational knowledge: 

1. Generation of knowledge 
Generating organizational knowledge can be done by acquiring external 
knowledge or by means of knowledge creation in a process oflearning 
(Davenport and Prusak, 1998; Probst et al, 1998; Nonaka and Takeuchi, 1995) 

2. Sharing knowledge 
The aim of this process is to make sure that existing knowledge gets at the right 
place in an organization. Disseminating or transferring knowledge may be other 
labels for this process. 

98 



3. Retention of knowledge 
To keep knowledge available, some kind of "organizational memory" is needed. 
Retention of knowledge refers to the process of storing knowledge and making 
retrieval possible. 

4. Application or use of knowledge 
The other three knowledge processes are subsidiary to the application of 

knowledge. 

Instruments that facilitate the management of these processes are a core element of 
knowledge management. 

Schwaninger (2001) states that, from a cybernetic stance, the basic faculties which 
distinguish intelligent organizations are 

1. to adapt, i.e. to change as a function of external stimuli 
2. to influence and shape their environment 
3. to find a new milieu, if necessary, or to reconfigure themselves virtuously with 

their environment 
4. to make a positive net contribution to the viability and development of the larger 

wholes into which they are imbedded 
Schwaninger (2001) further suggests that an integration of the Model of Systemic 

Control (MSC), the Viable System Model (VSM), and the Team Syntegrity Model 
(TSM) can provide a systemic framework for the development and learning about 
organizations. 

VSM can be used recursively, which means that it can be applicable on different 
system levels, a department within an organization as well as the whole organization. 
Further, it can be used at the society level. Though, a problem with VSM, as with most 
organization models, is that it is developed for one single organization ( even if it is on 
the societal level), with its own tasks and goals. 

Schwaninger (2006) has made a comparison between Beer's Viable Systems Model 
and Miller's Living System Model (Miller, 1978). Miller refers to seven hierarchical 
levels for his model. The hierarchical levels are 1. Cell, 2. Organ, 3. Organism, 4. 
Group, 5. Organization, 6. Society, 7. Supranational Systems. Although this model also 
is recursive, it does not take into consideration inter-organizations, i e several 
independent organizations acting together. 

To sum up: 
• VSM is a cybernetic tool for diagnosing and designing complex systems 

VSM can be used recursively 
It can be used at society level 

• It is developed for one single organization with its own tasks and goals 

2.3 Spiral Management for Multiple Organizations 

Obata and Shizuka (2003) propose to combine Network Management with 
Hierarchical Management for dynamism, flexible and sustainable reliance. Network 
management contributes with equality, communication and reciprocity for open ended 
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relationships. Hierarchical management is featured with long term relationship, down 
ward communications, clear boundaries, and reliability for closed relationships. The 
combining of management style called Spiral management combines relational, 
interdependence, reciprocity by network management and responsibility, reliance by 
hierarchical management. 

To sum up: 
Spiral management combine Network Management with Hierarchical 
Management 
Spiral management can be used in virtual organisations 
In critical situations caused by flooding, who is responsible for the decisions? 

2.4 Negotiation Support Systems 

Assimakopoulus and Dimitriou (2006) bring up the need for negotiation. In earlier 
work Asproth (2006) has claimed the need for negotiation in inter-organizational 
management. The concept of Negotiation Support Systems (NSS) has been developed 
in later years and has increased in importance. NSS permits to join different points of 
view and positions, to conciliate differences and to suggest solutions for compromises. 
As an advanced tool in the negotiation process, it helps to identify the true interests, 
evaluate the importance, and to place them in the context of the confrontation with the 
other interests. General principles for the negotiation process are presented by Raiffa 
(1982) and Bacow and Wheeler (1984). Research findings on NSS success, presented 
by Nunamaker and Vogel (1987), include hardware and software settings in a multi­
purpose and flexible way, attention to the presentation support, and the possibilities to 
interact with the system on each individual's prerequisites. 

3 Inter-Organizational Learning 

According to Zakaria et al. (2004) the human challenges of virtual team membership 
are: 

• Creating effective team leadership 
• Managing conflict and global virtual teams dynamics 
• Developing trust and relationships 
• Understanding cross-cultural differences 
• Developing intercultural communication competence 

Decision making involves processing or applying information and knowledge, and 
the appropriate information/knowledge mix depends on the characteristics of the 
decision making context. Information is central to decision making situations involving 
uncertainty and complexity, while knowledge is associated with problems of ambiguity 
and equivocality. (Zack, 2006) 

Zack (2006) proposes further that computer-based decision support technologies are 
appropriate to supporting decision making under conditions of uncertainty and 
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complexity while human-centric approaches may be more appropriate under conditions 
of ambiguity and equivocality. Both approaches, however, must be tightly integrated for 
organizational learning to occur. In decision-making in critical situations caused by 
flooding complexity and uncertainty there is certainly complexity and uncertainty why a 
computer-based decision support system is appropriate, but there are also conditions 
that are ambiguous and equivocal. 

The not yet solved problems with inter-organizational management and leadership 
has been treated earlier in this paper as well as the need for conflict resolution. The 
formation of cross-cultural trust includes a reciprocal element and falls under two 
behavioral categories. The first is credibility where one part believes that the other part 
has capabilities, competence, expertise and resources to contribute to a successful 
outcome. The second category is benevolence, i.e. beliefs about the emotional aspects of 
the other part's behavior. (Johnson, Cullen, 2002) 

As mention earlier it is important that group members trust each other and that they 
work in a shared context with shared goals. Additionally, commitment to these goals 
and the identification with the collective are important aspects that foster cooperative 
instead of competitive behavior (Coleman, 1999; Zand, 1997). Handy (1995), 
Maznevski and Choduba (2000), and Crossman and Lee-Kelley (2004), among others, 
claim that "trust needs touch" at least in the initial stage. Crossman and Lee-Kelley 
(2004) conclude that low commitment from the individual leads to low trust and that 
team effectiveness is inhibited, yet organizational efficacy in dispersed teams requires 
high mutual commitment and high trust. They also conclude that trust takes time to 
develop. 

Holmqvist (2003) and Rashman and Hartley (2002), recommend organizational 
learning as a tool to in the first place develop an intercultural communication 
competence, but also as a complement learn more about each other. Holmqvist (2004) 
describes how experimental learning processes of exploitation and exploration between 
organizations generate intra-organizational exploitation and exploration. 

To develop organizational learning within an organization has shown to be 
successful. The question is how to transfer the concept to inter-organizations. There 
might be competitiveness and conflicting interest that put hindrance in the way. Another 
problem with inter-organizational learning is that there is mostly a case-by-case 
management approach. In the critical situation case the development of the new 
computer-based system may be of help to learn more. So may follow ups of earlier 
flooding be. In the preservation case there is a need to maintain the knowledge over a 
longer time. People come and go in an organization and the ones that knew all about the 
system disappear. 

Cress et al (2007), Beckman (1999), Davenport and Prusak (1998), Shum (1998) 
among others propose that shared databases is a form of collaborative media that can be 
used to collect information which is distributed among individuals and to make the 
contributions accessible to all. They are implemented in organizations as technical tools 
for knowledge management. It is of important that the new computer-based system for 
management of flooding contains these possibilities. 
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Cress et al (2007) list some hindrances for people to share there knowledge. People 
are afraid of perhaps making incorrect statements, or they feel that they have not 
reflected upon their contributions long enough to write them down. Another obstacle is 
that it takes time and effort to externalize knowledge, because knowledge must be 
written down and worked out in a way that others can understand. Additionally, unique 
knowledge is often considered a power resource, so contributing it to a database and 
sharing it with others would mean losing this power. These obstacles have also another 
dimension when it comes to inter-organizations. Not all of what you know feels suitable 
to share with other organizations. 

Boh (2007) argues though that the knowledge sharing that takes place in the 
organization should be pervasive, and not only restricted to the use of repositories and 
technologies to store and transmit information. Organizations should examine different 
ways of organizing their work, deploying their personnel, or making use of 
organizational routines and organizational structure to ensure that systematic knowledge 
sharing takes place amongst their employees. To organize for this in inter-organizations 
is an issue that still remains to be solved. 

In the case of critical situations caused by flooding it is important to foresee and even 
anticipate future events. In earlier work the critical factors for anticipation have been elaborated 
(Asproth, Hakansson, 2006). Spector and Davidsen (2006) have identified that organizations as 
well as individuals have mechanisms and structures that govern what might be regarded as 
lower level thinking and behavior (e.g. non-reflective reactions to recurring situations) as well 
as higher order thinking and behavior (e.g. reflective and proactive activity in anticipation of 
future occurrences). In organizational learning it is important to pay attention to not only lower 
level thinking, but higher order thinking and behavior. 

4 Concluding Remarks 

The management literature deals mainly with one single organization. To deal with 
inter-organizational management in a longer perspective the solution is often a new 
overarching system level that can act as one organization and hence be managed 
according to established management models. Many issues are handled with a case-by­
case approach as a project. To maintain knowledge and to keep the trust and mutual 
understanding, there is a need for more long-lived relationships. 

To manage crisis situations like floods a network of independent organizations is 
grouped where each partner focuses on its core competenc, which is a typical case-by­
case approach. The need for a more long-lived relationship is needed, but the solution to 
build an ovearching system level is hardly practical. Therefore there is a need for 
developing models for management of inter-organizations. 

Management models like Systemic Management Model and Viable Systems Model 
are promising, but need to be tested and adapted for inter-organizations. 

To maintain and develop the knowledge and to prevent conflicts and 
misunderstanding organizational learning is an excellent approach. New or adapted 
models suited for inter-organizations needs to be developed. Negotiation Support 
Systems can also be of help when conflicts occur. 
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