Call for Abstracts for Workshop -- January 20-21, 2012.

“Ambiguity and Decision Making in Chinese Organizations”

Organized by Mie Augier and James G. March 
Sponsored by the Graduate School of Business, Stanford University 
Endorsed by the International Association for Chinese Management Research

Submission Deadline: October 1, 2011


	We invite abstracts for a workshop on the role of ambiguity in decision making in Chinese organizations.  The workshop will be held at Stanford University, January 20-21, 2012 and will be hosted by the Stanford Graduate School of Business.  It will involve a small group of invited scholars interested in research on ambiguity. Each participant will be responsible for his or her own travel and lodging expenses.

The long run intention is to develop an international community of research scholars to advance the study of ambiguity in decision making by focusing on Chinese organizational practice and experience. The short run intention is to begin the conversation. 

Ambiguity is an important, yet elusive and often puzzling concept in studies of decisions and organizations. The orientation to ambiguity that characterizes Western philosophy, decision theory, and organizational practice defines ambiguity as a lack of clarity in the premises of rational action. The classical decision theory solution is to specify probability distributions over possible future states of the world conditional on action and to use those probability distributions as bases for calculating the expected values (according to well-defined preferences) of well-defined alternatives (Savage, 1954). Lack of clarity about alternatives or preferences is either ignored or reduced to similar probability distributions. Even early behavioral ideas on organizations emphasized ideas such as bounded rationality (March and Simon, 1958) that pictured decision making as pursuing a rational framework within constraints. 

A few early writers (e.g., Knight, 1921; Shackle, 1961) saw understanding ambiguity (other than risk) as essential to decision making and as something that could not be reduced to probabilities. More recently, experimental studies of individual choice have distinguished between behavior in situations in which probabilities are known and situations in which they are not (Ellsberg, 1961; Resende & Wu, 2010; Rubaltelli, Rumiati and Slovic, 2010). These studies reveal a general, but not universal, tendency for human subjects to be more averse to ambiguity than to risk. 

Our focus is related but different. We are concerned with a range of adaptive mechanisms that includes, but extends beyond, rational choice. In particular, we are interested in the role of ambiguity in learning. We consider five broad classes of ambiguities: (1) Vagueness about preferences. (2) Vagueness about the definition of action alternatives. (3) Vagueness about expected outcomes and their likelihoods. (4) Vagueness about communications (including translations) influencing decision making. (5) Contradictions in states of nature, in preferences, or in anticipations. We consider evidence for ambiguity avoidance on the part of organizations, but we also are interested in organizational responses to those conditions that do not seek to remove or resolve the ambiguities or to avoid them, but embrace them as necessary aspects of choice, indeed as possible symptoms or sources of intelligence (March, 1978). 

A reading both of contemporary reports on Chinese organizations and of traditional Chinese philosophy and literature suggests that Chinese traditions and practices may confront ambiguity with a frame that is different from the frame of rational choice. In Chinese thought, the simultaneous existence of contradictory states or feelings is viewed as natural. Recent treatments of the idea of yin-yang and the I-Ching in Chinese writing contrast the Chinese perspective not only with Western ideas of rationality but also with Western ideas of dialectic (Li, 1998; Hsu & Chio, 2008; Chai and Rhee, 2010; Fang, 2011). As a result, according to some reports and speculations, Chinese organizational practice may be, consciously or unconsciously, less directed to avoiding or removing ambiguity in choice than to exploiting it.  

We invite papers for the workshop that discuss ideas featuring one or more kinds of ambiguity and how they are confronted, reduced, or embraced in Chinese organizational behaviors, decisions and practices. In particular, we are interested in papers that discuss (either theoretically or drawing on empirical work or preferably both) ambiguity in Chinese organizations, and how Chinese ideas and organizations have ways of conceiving, confronting, or embracing ambiguity that are different from those of Western organizations. Among other things, this might include how Chinese organizations have different ways of planning; how their strategy making process is different and more (or less) ambiguous; how they learn from ambiguous experience; or even how the use of language and translations may create additional ambiguity in organizations (in particular in todays’ globalized economy). 

In order to focus the workshop and allow some planning, we would like potential contributors to submit abstracts (500-1000 words) by October 1. We will select 10-15 participants and invite them to prepare full papers in advance of the workshop. We expect to have a lively and detailed discussion of each paper at the workshop. 

Abstracts and questions should be addressed either to Mie Augier (augier@stanford.edu) or to James G. March (march@stanford.edu).
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