
 

 

                                        A Management Thinker Series                                                                                                                                   

 
 

Management Thinker Series 

 

James G. March (1928- Present)                                                              

                                  

James G. March is an eminent management expert. He is famous more for his 

contribution with the Nobel Laureate Herbert A. Simon, and Richard M. Cyert 

than for his than for his own researches and publications. March’s thoughts on 

management with focus on motivation, conflicts, rationality, communication, 

planning and innovation in organizations are very well presented in 

Organisations written in association with Simon. Cyert and March’s A 

Behavioural Theory of the Firm is also widely recognised and appreciated by 

management experts and economists. March is one of the popular behavioural 

decision theorists who have described organizations as functionally specialized, 

goal-seeking, decision-making structures.     

March and Simon are critical of the classical theories of organizations. For them, 

the classical theories wrongly assumed that the human being in an organization 

was a passive instrument reacting to an external stimulus. Classical theory 

ignores conflict of interests, the individual constraints, man’s ability to know and 

develop ideas and the need for elaborating and amending management 

programs. In A Behavioral Theory of the Firm, Cyert and March Rejected classical 

economics theory which viewed the firm as an entrepreneur rather than as an 

organization. In their view, the classical theory wrongly assumed perfect 

knowledge of all market conditions and wrongly stressed profit maximization as 

the goal. 

The gap between scientific management – bureaucratic views and modern views 

was bridged inter alia by March. Warren G. Bennis calls him a revisionist who 

contributed important perspectives to the practice of management and who 

endeavoured to move from scientific management to a new and true science of 

management. March and Simon made a useful analysis of Robert K. Merton and 

A.W. Gouldner’s model and suggested a model of motivation.  

                                                           
Source: Mathur Navin (2004) , Management Gurus: Idea and Insights, 

National Publishing House, Jaipur                                                      
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In Organizations, March and Simon made a successful effort to state a set of 

interrelated propositions that will account for variations in such diverse intra-

organizational phenomena such as inter-group conflict, innovative activities, 

and compensation. Pollard writes about this book: “Their claim was to impose 

order on existing knowledge without imposing their own particular point of 

view. Later references to Organizations by other authors confirm that it did 

more than they claimed. In fact, they set a new direction”. A great merit of the 

book is that it looked at the organization in its totality. In the opinion of Peter F. 

Drucker, while no decision –focused design principle of organization is known, 

useful attempts have been made by March and Simon in this direction. In A 

Behavioural Theory of the Firm, Cyert and March made a notable and successful 

effort to link classical economic theory to contemporary organization theory. 

Their ideas on this theory can be applied to all kinds of organizations such as 

universities and colleges. 

March and Simon were critical of the classical organization theory. They 

suggested a motivational model and elaborated a theory of motivational 

constraints that affect organizational decisions and the motivation for an 

individual to remain in an organization. Besides, they pointed out classes of 

conflict, factors that contribute to conflict as also the ways in which an 

organization can respond to such conflicts. They believed in bounded rationality 

in decision-making and analyzed how cognitive limits on rationality affect the 

process of organizational change and program development. With Cyert, March 

suggested a behavioural theory of the firm. With Lave, he analyzed the various 

models in the social sciences. 

March is criticized mainly for his passim view of organization, definition of 

conflict, large number of propositions of his theory of organizations, and 

definition of conflict, large number of propositions of his theory of 

organizations, definition of assignment problem. However, his works with Simon 

and Cyert are widely appreciated and quoted by management experts. 

March and Simon talked about bounded rationality, contextual rationality and 

procedural rationality.  B.M Staw in 1980 suggested another form of rationality –

retrospective rationality. In this form, decision-makers justify the rationality of 

decisions that have already been made. Much of the decision-making occurs after 

the decisions. In the decision making meetings, the decisions that have already 
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been made are announced, explained, defended and promoted.  Improvements 

have also been made on the definition of conflict suggested by March and Simon. 

Conflicts are now viewed more than a crisis in decision-making. The dimension 

of goals appears to provide a deeper and better explanation of conflict. New 

developments in the motivational models have also taken place since 1958. His 

new works A primer or Decision Making (1994), Democratic Governance (1995), 

The Pursuit of Organization Intelligence (1999), and The Dynamics of Rules 

(2000) are expected to provide new insights in the discipline of management, 

and promote and propel research with new perspectives.   

            

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


