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ABSTRACT

The study aimed to conclude on the up-to-date state of the organisational ecology theory concerning relations between organisational ageing
and organisational ecology, enhanced by social and ecological systems and ecological management. The applied method included analytical
and reflective concluding, based on the synthesis of findings from a critical literature review. It was concluded that: (i) organisational ageing
generates some of the most important consequences in organisational ecology; however, there is still no consensus on what kind of
consequences prevail; (ii) at population level, the adaptation of organisational structures occurs with the replacement of old organisations that
fail to adapt by the new ones; (iii) under the prevalent backdrop of radical structural and strategic changes, individual organisations are subject
to inertial forces and thus are confronted with limitations to their success; (iv) ageing has positive consequences for innovative activities of
older companies; and (v) the higher the density and concentration of industry, the higher the rates of founding firms and the lower the rates
of mortality.
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Interface of organisational ageing and organisational ecology theory

ABSTRAKT

Celem pracy byto podsumowanie aktualnego stanu rozwazan teoretycznych dotyczacych relacji migdzy starzeniem sig organizacii
oraz zarzadzaniem i systemem spoteczno-ekologicznym a ekologig organizacji. Zastosowana metoda badawcza obejmowata wniosko-
wanie analityczne i refleksyjne, przeprowadzone na podstawie wynikéw krytycznego przegladu literatury. Stwierdzono, ze: (i) starze-
nie sig organizacji powoduje jedne z najwazniejszych konsekwencii dla ekologii organizacji, jednak nadal nie ma zgody co do tego, ja-
kie konsekwencje przewazaja; (i) na poziomie populacji adaptacja struktur organizacyjnych nastepuje wraz z zastepowaniem starych
organizacji, ktére nie dostosowuja sig, przez nowe; (iii) poszczegdine organizacje podlegaja sitom bezwtadno$ci i majg ograniczenia,
aby odnies¢ sukces w warunkach radykalnych zmian strukturalnych i strategicznych; (iv) starzenie sig ma pozytywne konsekwencje
dla dziatalnosci innowacyjnej starszych firm, (v) im wyzsza gestos$¢ i koncentracja przemystu, tym wyzsze wskazniki zakiadania firm
i nizsze wskazniki ich $miertelno$ci.

Stowa kluczowe: ekologia organizacji, starzenie organizacji, zmiany organizacji, teoria organizaciji

JEL: O1; 020; 049

Introduction

The debate on organisational ecology began in the 1970s with a seminal
work by Hannan and Freeman (1984). Organisational ecology has been
focussing on the impact of social, economic and political environment on
the population and diversity of organisations, on how they emerge, grow,
transform, decline and die. That new approach explained organisational
change by environmental selection process (Baum, 2014; Carrol & Negro,
2018), rather than the earlier supported theory of adaptive change in
organisations, incorporated in organisational economic approaches. The
fundamental differences with the organisational ecological view and the
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economic approach is the empirical account for organisational survival.
Other critical differences between organisational ecological theory and
organisational economic approaches are the identification of the relevance
of competition and mutualism within and between environmental niches.

The debate on organisational ecology evolved over time (Amburgey
& Hayagreeva, 2014). Although it has been emphasising the environmental
reasons for the founding and failure of organisations, the effect of
organisational ageing on the life mechanism and the failure of
organisations has become one of the main streams in organisational ecology
investigations (Wholey & Brittain, 1986; Barron, West, & Hannan, 1994;
Hannan, 1998). That is why organisational ecology is identified by some
researchers as organisational demography or population ecology of
organisations, based on various methods and theories (Carroll & Hannan,
2002).

The organisational ecology ageing theories distinguish the competitive
perspectives by the liability of newness (Stinchcombe, 1965; Hannan
& Freeman, 1984) and the perspective of liability of senescence (Barron et
al., 1994). Although organisational ecology attends to the aspect of the
consequences of ageing for organisational functioning outcomes, there is no
consensus on whether the effects of ageing on the organisational
functioning are positive or negative (Hannan, 1998).

This fact motivates the rationale for taking up this study, whose aim is
to review, synthesise and conclude on the conceptual and theoretical
elements of the organisational ecology concerning the relations between
organisational ageing and organisational ecology, enhanced by social and
ecological systems and ecological management.

Method

The applied method included analytical and reflective concluding, based
on the synthesis of findings from a critical literature review. To select the
adequate literature from scientific journals, we used search tools, applying
key words such as organisational ecology, organisational ageing, organisation
change, organisation theory and social and ecological systems. To carry out
the text analysis, we applied the standard qualitative data analysis tools.
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Findings and Discussion

The concept of organisational ecology refers to an organisational field
whose interrelations among the organisations compose a system, becoming
the object of inquiry. The emergence of organisational ecology is traced
from empirical studies in organisation theory based on the institution-
-building tasks, in a complex and interdependent environment (Trist,
1977). In organisational ecology, firms compete in standards (David, 1985).

Organisational ecology studies planning, design and management of
physical settings that affect and are affected by expectations,
organisational values and work practices (Becker, 1988). The consistent
performance of leadership styles tends to stimulate the ecological
innovativeness of the project supported by the inputs of ecological
knowledge, information and competence. Without the injection of
knowledge, information and competence, the performance of the leadership
style does not stimulate the ecological innovativeness (Bossink, 2004).
Socio-ecological knowledge communication and insights contribute to
changing values and attitudes as well as trust-building, and facilitate
conflict resolution in ecosystem management.

Organisational ecology combines the influences of inertia, imprinting
and environmental changes to render obsolete the core technologies of old
ageing organisations (Aldrich & Auster, 1986; Barron et al., 1994; Ranger-
-Moore, 1997). Time passage in organisations leads to accumulation of
knowledge and the increasing of organisational competence, paralleling the
theoretical perspectives of ageing in organisational ecology: liability of
newness (Stinchcombe, 1965; Hannan & Freeman, 1984) and the liability
of senescence (Barron et al., 1994). Organisational ecology inferences the
effects of organisational age in models failing to control the organisational
size with a correlation between age and size (Barron et al., 1994).

Organisational ecology theories sustain an equilibrium model based on
continuous change and strategic adaptation. The analyses of evolution in
organisational ecology approaches are considered the organisational
taxonomies, that-at the organisational level-are using the development
approaches, at the population level are using the selection approaches and
at the community level are using the macroevolutionary approach (Carroll,
1984). The innovation community is a proposed framework based on
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organisational ecology to be used in research developing an institutional
theory of technology commercialisation (Lynn, Reddy, & Aram, 1996). The
legal framework, including institutional arrangements and property rights,
is exogenous to the local voluntary collaboration socio-ecological systems
(Hahn, 2000).

Organisational ecology theories sustain that at population level, the
adaptation of organisational structures occurs with the replacement of old
organisations that fail to adapt alongside the new ones. Socio-ecological
research has firm-level variations in shaping external environments (Baum
& Mezias, 1992; Lubatkin, Schulze, Mainka, & Cotterill, 2001).
A conceptual model of the socio-ecological dynamics is linked to socio-
-ecological system consisting of an ecosystem management by actors and
organisations, underlined by the formal rules and informal social norms
and conventions as institutions underlying this management.

Organisational growth and survival are outcomes of organisational
ecology used to evaluate different mechanisms (Ranger-Moore, 1997).
Organisational ageing has consequences and implications in organisational
ecology, with evolutionary and learning theories leading to obsolescence
processes in organisational innovation. The organisational obsolescence
has a specific innovation trajectory (Dosi, 1982). Organisational innovation
is enhanced by organisational learning as the source of competitive
advantages in industrial ecology. The strategy of learning organisation
achieves a corporate competitive advantage in industrial ecology (Chen,
Wang, Lin, & Chang, 2018).

Organisational ecology has inferences drawn on the effects of
organisational ageing in models failing to control the size in a manner that
is meaningfully correlated with the age and size of the organisation.
(Barron et al., 1994). Organisational ecology takes into consideration the
ageing consequences for organisational outcomes, failing to reach
a consensus in the determination of the negative and positive ageing effects
on organisational functioning (Hannan, 1998). The decline of
organisational responsiveness leads to reduction in the levels of
organisational innovation (Aldrich & Auster, 1986).

Ecological change in organisations can be incorporated into the
organisational adaptation framed by the organisational ecological theory
(Barnett, 1990). The implementation of organisational ecology among the
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strategic research groups of firms leads to the performance differences of
the organisational forms. Implementing the use of an organisational
ecological model of resource has led to the findings supporting the use of an
organisational ecological model of form-specific density and resource-
-partitioning (Carroll & Waminathan, 1992). It was found that the
founding rates of firms increase with density and then tend to decline,
while mortality rates decline with density and industry concentration.

Organisational ageing is a ubiquitous process that has multifaceted
influence on organisational innovation, although the relationship between
organisational behaviour and ageing has not been resolved (Hannan, 1998).
Organisational ecology processes are an essential element that may
influence the changes of organisational populations over time. Ageing has
positive consequences for innovative activities on accumulated experience
as in the case of older firms that tend to innovate more frequently, and
these innovations are more significant.

Organisational ecology maintains that the combination of imprinting,
environmental changes and inertia leads to organisational and
technological innovation obsolescence of old organisations (Aldrich
& Auster, 1986; Barron et al., 1994; Ranger-Moore, 1997).

Organisational population ecology maintains that individual
organisations are subject to inertial forces and have limitations that impede
their success in achieving radical structural and strategic changes.
Organisational ecology has implications in strategic choice as perspectives
on organisational strategy constrained by environmental conditions and
industry change over time. Organisational ecology and evolutionary
theories do not tend to consider the contextual factors of organisational
change. It is considered that central organisational populations play a more
significant role by way of exercise of ecological dominance, coordination
and control over the flows of resources through and into the community
(Hawley, 1963; Lincoln, 1976).

In the case of commercially owned technological firms that become
organisationally ecologically dominant, this result is an outcome of the
technological interdependence and centrality of the network, and the salient
feature of the technological systems involved in ensuring the network's
functionality is that positive consumption externalities are displayed rather
than those arising from ownership (Katz & Shapiro, 1985, p. 424).
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Organisational ecology gives support for the theoretical framework and
operational methodology for the interdependence analysis of competition
and mutualism using the model density-dependent mortality (Barnett
& Carroll, 1987; Tucker, Singh, Meinhard, & House, 1988; Carroll
& Hannan, 1989; Delacroix, Swaminathan, & Solt, 1989). In the ecological
framework, mutualism is considered to favour some populations more than
others and results from supplementary similarities and complementary
differences.

The ecological principles give the perspective for the analysis from the
ecological view of technological interdependence. Analysis of theory and
research in organisation and population levels of organisational ecology, as
well as the processes of change involved in funding and mortality, is
reviewed by Singh and Lumsden (1990). Organisational mortality, in which
firms proliferated and failed under conditions of organisational technological
change drawing on the community ecology theory, predicts when
technologies are systemic and, accordingly, when the conditions would not be
favourable for organisational technological change. The organisational
ecological theory of adaptation incorporates technological change.

Organisational ecology develops an interdisciplinary and
transdisciplinary framework of sustainable development (Carayannis
& Campbell, 2010). Organisations possess information-processing routines
and technological trajectories that are used to facilitate incremental
innovation (Tushman & Anderson, 1986; Henderson, 1993). Organisations
are generating, developing and communicating socio-ecological knowledge,
norms, sentiments and innovation sensitive for the entrepreneurs and the
stakeholders in the scientific and technological inventories and socio-
-ecological projects that create a macro-effect in social and ecological
dimensions.

The dynamics of social responses can be assessed at different
organisational levels to enhance the process of adaptive co-management
and change the socio-ecosystem with the support of local self-organised
steward associations and other authorities at various levels, to learn and
experiment with management practices, generate socio-ecological
knowledge, and collaborate (Olsson, Folke, & Hahn, 2004).

Socio-ecological systems determine resilience by the ecological dynamics
and the social capacity to respond and shape ecosystem changes that
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sustain, develop and enhance the ecological conditions for human societies
and the socio-ecological change trajectory under conditions of uncertainty
(Carpenter, Walker, Anderies, & Abel, 2001; Folke, Hahn, Olsson,
& Norberg, 2005). A socio-ecological system challenges the acceptance of
uncertainty by enhancing the capacity to deal with disturbance (Berkes,
Folke, & Colding, 2003).

A resilient socio-ecological system makes use of disturbances to
transform into desired states (Walker, Holling, Carpenter, & Kinzig, 2004),
while a non-resilient socio-ecological system is vulnerable to external
changes. Community transformation must adopt the socio-ecosystem
approach to create a trajectory of building resilience of the social ecological
system (Olsson et al.,, 2004) supported by the interactions of a social
network to generate socio-ecological knowledge and provide memory for
a management socio-ecosystem (Berkes & Folke, 1992; McIntosh, Tainter,
& Mclntosh, 2000). Building resilience in socio-ecological systems is
a relevant tool to influence physical planning for land-use in communities.

Socio-ecological systems are related to the ecosystems' adaptive
governance (Dietz, Ostrom, & Stern, 2003; Eckerberg & Joas, 2004; Folke
et al., 2005; Ostrom, 2005). Adaptive governance is supported by social
memory of responses to ecological crises requiring social incentives and
enabling legislation for collaboration (Pretty, 2003; Malayang, Hahn,
& Kumar, 2005). The adaptive governance of socio-ecological systems tends
to reduce organisational transaction costs of collaboration and value
formation, providing social incentives that have lasting effects on
behaviours for implementing socio-ecological projects (Pretty, 2003).

Any governance system must count on social processes, policies and
strategies to promote and sustain socio-ecosystem management, as well as for
the generation, development and communication of ecological knowledge. The
socio-ecological knowledge and the levels of dynamic governance that bridge
local actors are relevant dimensions of the socio-ecosystem management
whose function it is to generate legal, financial and political support.

Ecological knowledge can be fed into adaptive management practices
characterised by continuous monitoring of adaptive responses with
management plans adapted to the inherent uncertainty in complex systems
(Berkes et al., 2003). The socio-ecosystem management system is based on
collaboration and landscape management concerned with adaptive
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governance, adaptive management, ecomanagement and resilience, with
social response resulting from self-organisation at local level and involving
interaction between organisations. Collaborations resulting from an open
dialogue arising from stakeholders at local inventories are more concerned
with conservation ecology, ecotourism and cultural heritage issues.

Vertical links enable knowledge to be incorporated from other socio-
ecosystems into the local socio-ecological knowledge and into management
planning (Olsson et al., 2004). Between the social and ecological systems,
there should be a mechanism for the prompt generation and forwarding of
feedback and responses thereto, thus avoiding the creation of systemic
friction, particularly in the case of involvement of actors and agents with
higher access to financial resources and assets that are intended for
channelisation into various organisational ventures, and those who are
vulnerable to replacement by less interested people in the socio-ecosystem
management system. Adaptive approaches for socio-ecosystem
management under conditions of uncertainty involve building knowledge,
linking people and organisations with knowledge systems and mobilisation
of resources and socio-ecosystem dynamics to reduce ecological illiteracy;
and detection of environmental feedback and responding to enhanced
resilience of socio-ecosystem processes and functions (Gadgil, Berkes,
& Folke, 1993; Olsson, & Folke, 2001; Folke et al., 2005).

Conclusions

Although the theory of organisational ecology evolved over time, it has
invariably been focussing on the impact of social, economic and political
environment on the population and diversity of organisations. Applying
demographic and economic tools, together with environmental and
sociological ones, it attempts to explain how organisations emerge, grow,
transform, decline and die, depending on different environmental factors.

Organisational ageing has been long considered one of the most
important factors, having consequences and implications in organisational
ecology. Despite the long-lasting debate, due to different research
approaches and findings, there is still no consensus on what kind of
consequences prevail.
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Organisational ecology theories maintain that: (i) at population level,
the adaptation of organisational structures occurs with the replacement of
old organisations that fail to adapt by the new ones; (ii) individual
organisations are subject to inertial forces and have limitations that impede
them from achieving success when confronted with radical structural and
strategic changes; (iii) ageing has positive consequences for innovative
activities of older companies; and (iv) the higher the density and
concentration of industry, the higher the rates of founding firms and the
lower the rates of mortality.

It is important to explore the organisational ageing processes under the
new conditions of uncertainty and the new challenges, such as COVID-19
and increasing climate change pressures. Future institutional and
ecological research should address such issues as the effects of institutional
variables on vital rates, legitimacy role in population dynamics, and
criticisms.
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