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Major changes have taken place in the organizational landscape in recent years because of the 
processes of growing complexity, globalization, and digitalization. Complexity in 
organizational environments leads to more organizational fluidity, and organizing seems to 
become more temporary, latent, modular, project-based, boundary-less, fluid, and partial 
(Ahrne et al., 2016; Brès et al., 2018; Schreyögg & Sydow, 2010). Large corporations are in 
decline, whereas the overall number of organizations worldwide is growing rapidly (King, 
2017). Organizations coordinate among each other more and more globally as well as in 
network, latent, or Meta-forms of organization (Ahrne et al., 2016) – creating even more 
organizations. Moreover, digitalization is significantly affecting organizations in various 
forms. How organizations strategize, structure, and decide is increasingly driven by Big Data 
and algorithms (McAfee & Brynjolfsson, 2012). In the context of these rapid developments, 
established concepts of bureaucracy, formality, goal orientation, membership, and hierarchies 
lose their capability to grasp empirical reality, confronting scholars of organizational studies 
with severe theoretical challenges (Barley, 2016; Davis, 2015). 

Against this backdrop, some scholars have started to update the notion of organization. One 
outcome of this movement is a resurgence of interest in a decision-based understanding of 
organization. Newer works connect to the classic theory of decision-making developed by 
James March and Herbert Simon (1993) and put to the core a communication-based 
understanding of the notion of decision. 

Within the increasingly internationally established “communication constitutes organization” 
(CCO) perspective (Boivin et al., 2017), a growing stream of research has begun to apply an 
understanding of organization based on decision communications (Schoeneborn, 2011). 
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Scholars, for example, presented new insights on how agency in organizations is constructed 
by decisions (Blaschke, 2015) and on how fluid collectives construct and maintain their 
boundaries as organizations by decisions (Dobusch & Schoeneborn, 2015). Moreover, Ahrne 
and Brunsson (2011; forthcoming) introduced a definition of organization as decided social 
order – a view that has led to inquire such phenomena like membership-less collectives 
(Grothe-Hammer, forthcoming), intimate relationships, or markets as instances of 
organization (see Ahrne et al., 2016). Finally, yet importantly, a strong European sociological 
tradition, that is, the theory of autopoietic and decision-based organizations devised by Niklas 
Luhmann, has become increasingly popular in organization studies (Apelt et al., 2017; Besio 
& Meyer, 2015; Czarniawska, 2017; Grothe-Hammer & Berthod, 2017; Seidl & Becker, 
2006). With the upcoming publication of the translation of Niklas Luhmann’s (forthcoming) 
monograph “Organisation und Entscheidung” (Organization and Decision), which in its 
German original is already immensely famous in several parts of Europe, it is most likely that 
this discourse will experience a further boost in popularity. 

We believe that these new developments in organization theory provide a promising 
framework to address the outlined theoretical challenges. Our sub-theme aims to foster a 
discussion on how a decision-based view of organizations can provide new understandings to 
capture the abovementioned empirical developments to understand how organizations differ 
from other phenomena, such as networks or groups, to explain how new organizational forms 
operate, and to grasp how they affect society in general. Contributions can be conceptual, 
empirical, or methodological in nature and must address issues of organization theory (and 
not solely of organizational behavior). 

Possible topics include, but are not limited to: 

• Understanding organization: Organization has been understood as a process, a 
system, an entity, a structure, or as an actor. How can we make sense of these different 
notions? Does a decision-based approach provide a unified understanding? 

• Organization and complexity: How do organizations manage environmental 
complexity? How do they reduce and produce complexity? How do organizations 
cope with uncertainty by decision-making processes? 

• Organization and globalization: How do organizations become smaller and more 
globalized at the same time? What effects do organizations have on the global order? 

• Organization and digitalization: Are organizations changing by the availability of new 
digital technologies? How are responsibilities distributed in the digital age? What are 
the consequences of replacing decision-makers with algorithms? Does the 
digitalization make organizations obsolete or is the digitalization an instance of 
organization? 

• Organization and institution: How can we understand the relationship between 
decided (organized) orders and emergent orders like networks or institutions? How do 
decisions affect institutions? How do organizations draw on institutions? How do 
decisions become institutions and vice versa? 

• Organization(s) and the impact on society: How do organizations decide on 
inclusion/exclusion of individuals into/from different societal areas, and how are these 
processes changing? How do organizations deal with and manage societal-level 
processes? How do organizations mediate between contradictory societal logics? 

• Organizational fluidity: How can we understand fluidity, temporality, latency or 
modularity of organization in terms of decisions? How are organizational boundaries 
constituted when an organization is fluid? 
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