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Lateral structures revisited: conceptual
refinement and empirical extensions

Anne Lise Fimreite & Torstein Nesheim

LATERAL STRUCTURES REVISITED:
CONCEPTUAL REFINEMENT AND EMPIRICAL
EXTENSIONS

This paper provides a conceptual refinement on
lateral structures in organizatlons. Five theoretical
points are presented. Further, two empirical
extensions in the research on lateral structures are
presented. Lateral mechanisms for coordination have
been studied in two different Nordic contexts; in SAS
Airline (Sweden, Denmark and Norway) and related
to the Free Commune experiment in Finland,
Sweden, Denmark and Norway. The authors
describe and discuss the main findings from these
contexts. Finally, some themes for further research
are set forth.
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1. INTRODUCTION

The study of inter-departementaln relations in .
organizations should be an important field of in-.

quiry in the 90’s. Organisations who operate in
complex and non-predictable environments (Ko-
chan & Bazerman 1986), use complex and IT-
based technology (McCann & Galbraith 1981),
where jobs and departments are specialized
(Mintzberg 1979), or where there are extensive
internal transactions between departments. Col-
bjornsen (1992) face dependencies, coordination
challenges and potential conflicts between de-
partments. Mechanisms such as conflict manage-
ment through hierarchial referral or standardiza-
tion of work processes, outputs or skill will be in-
sufficient in handling such dependencies (Mintz-
berg 1979, Brett & Rognes 1986). Lateral rela-
tions may be an alternative mechanism for the
management of inter-departemental dependen-
cies.
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From Galbraith’s work we have learned that
lateral structures such as standing committees
and integrators may be important mechanisms
for coordination between departments (Galbraith
1973, 1977). In this article we present a concep-
tual scheme and approach to the study of lateral
relations which are based on Galbraith (1973,
1977), but go beyond his conceptualization of or-
ganizations as information processing systems.
In the section our theoretical approach will be
described. Then we describe lateral relations in
“novel” organizational contexts; lateral mecha-
nisms for coordination at the national level in
SAS Airline in Sweden, Denmark and Norway
and the lateral organization of the “Free com-
mune experiment” in Finland, Sweden, Norway
and Denmark. Finally, we offer some suggestions
for further research based on the-discussion of
the two cases.

2. LATERAL STRUCTURES: THEORETICAL
APPROACH

Galbraith (1973, 1977) emphasizes the infor-
mation processing aspects of organisations. His
approach has its roots in March & Simon's (1958)
cognitive perspective on organizing, but he also
develops the theories of Thompson (1967) and
Lawrence and Lorsch’s (1967). Galbraith's basic
argument is that the best way to design organi-
zations is contingent on the information require-
ments inherent in the tasks to be executed. As
long as these requirements are relatively low,
rules and programs, hierarchy and goal setting
are appropriate mechanisms. When task uncer-
tainty increases through exceptions and unpre-
dictable situations, the hierarchy tends to be
“overloaded”, and other design strategies must
be found. The creation of lateral structures ena-
bles the organization to process more informa-
tion and “permit the moving of decisions to lower
levels of the organization and yet guarantee that
all information is included in the process” (Gal-
braith 1973, 19).
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The seven different lateral strategies proposed
range from stimulating direct contact through in-
tegrator roles to matrix designs.

While Galbraith provides the basis for our think-
ing, it is about time that his approach to lateral
relations is extended, 15 years on. The perspec-
tive taken by Galbraith is still accepted as con-
ventional wisdom in the field of organization the-
ory (see for example Mintzberg 1979, Child 1984,
Scott 1987, Daft 1989). At this stage we offer a
refinement of the theoretical position in five
points:

1. If the organizational boundaries (Williamson
1975, Reve 1990) are taken as given, inter-
nal organization in departments and the de-
sign of lateral structures (to promote commu-
nication between units) are structural alterna-
tives for coordination. For example: To han-
dle dependencies between the various con-
tributors to a product delivered to a specific
market segment, one can group the contribu-
tors together in a marked-based division or
“overlay” a functional structure with product-
group committees or brand managers.

2. On the other hand, once the administrative
boundaries between units have been decid-
ed, they operate as constraints on lateral
structures, because such boundaries define
what become intra- and not inter-departemen-
tal dependencies. While hierarchial grouping
and administrative boundaries may reflect at-
tempts to minimize inter-departemental de-
pendencies, there will most often be “residu-
al” coordination tasks between departments
(Thompson 1967, Mintzberg 1979). For exam-
ple, if the organization is grouped according
to the functional principle, in order to introduce
new products several departments not ordered
hierarchially will have to cooperate. Lateral
structures can be a mechanism for such co-
operation and coordination between depart-
ments.

3. In order to grasp the content of such horizon-
tal relations, we have found the concept of in-
ter-departemental dependence useful. There
is such dependence if actions and policies pur-
sued in one department have task-related ef-
fects for other departments. While Thompson
(1967) and others speak of degrees of de-
pendence — pooled, sequential and recipro-
cal - our conceptualization points to different
types of questions and problems that arise
across departemental boundaries. On the one
hand different departments bring vital, special-

ized contributions to the outputs of the organ-
ization; e.g. products delivered to a certain
market segment or decisions from a public
agency. This output dependence is distinct
from technical dependence, which refers to
similar activities (f.ex. marketing, R&D) being
pursued in seperate departments. In organi-
zations operating in several countries, which
is not grouped according to geography there
also is national dependence between depart-
ments. This concept refers to the role of terri-
torial, political, institutional and cultural envi-
ronments and the challenges of internal coor-
dination in terms of these factors (Davis &
Lawrence 1977, Ronen 1984).

. As regards the conceptualization of the later-

al structures, we will to some degree depart
from Galbraith (1973, 1977). Lateral structures
are defined as non-hierarchial relations be-
tween departments and groups, which to
some extent are formalized and part of the
prescribed structure of the organization. Un-
like Galbraith, direct contact and matrix organ-
ization will not be included in the concept of
lateral structures. Direct contact in principle
embrace all horizontal task-related — relations,
and should not be included in the formal struc-
ture. Matrix organization is more than a sup-
plement to the hierarchy. it violates the prin-
ciple of unity-of-command and creates quali-
tative different challenges compared to con-
tact-roles and -groups. A typology of lateral
structures is presented in Figure 1.

. The study of lateral relations could benefit from

sociologists’ concern with the dynamics of ac-
tion and structure. This concern is reflected
in important theoretical contributions (Astley
& Van de Ven 1983, Poole & Van de Ven
1989) in organization theory which point out
that the action-structure tension — between
structural forms and voluntaristic personal
actions — exists at several levels of analysis.
in the study of organizational roles (including
liaison positions and integrator roles), for ex-
ample;

“... theories can discern the systematic problems of
selecting, soclalizing and controlling individuals for
roles and positions in the structure on the one hand,
and on the other hand, examine how the purposive
actions of people over time restructure and renego-
tiate these roles and positions” (Poole & Van de Ven
1989: 570).

Taking a similar approach, contact-groups can

also be conceived of in terms of this dynamic
between prescribed structure and action. While
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Number of Form of contact

units

involved Group Role

Two Project groups Liaison
Standing committees | positions

Three or Project groups Integrator

more Standing committees | role

Figure 1: A typology of lateral structures.

the design of lateral structures may be a poten-
tial for exchange of information, coordination and
conflict management between departments, the
effects of such structures are dependent on the
activation aspect; the actors’ interpretation and
reaction to the structure, development of trust and
the actual interaction between representatives
from the involved departments. By design of lat-
eral relations we refer to characteristics of the
prescribed structure. Three important design var-
iables are hierarchial level, formal authority and
representation and recruitment. The activation
aspect can be examplified with the following three
variables: intensity, tasks and content and hier-
archial intervention (Nesheim 1992).

The concepts introduced here represent an ex-
tension of Galbraith’s scheme and have a theo-
retical value as such. Further, the concepts will
be used in the description and analysis of lateral
relations in two types of organizational settings;
national coordination in three countries inside
SAS Airline (Norway, Sweden and Denmark) and
organization of the Free Commune experiment
at the central administrative level in Norway,
Sweden, Denmark and Finland.

3. EMPIRICAL SETTING AND DATA

While one contribution of the study lies in us-
ing a refined conceptual scheme, we also pro-
vide an empirical extension in the study of later-
al relations. Previous empirical studies - often
case-studies, descriptive articles and book-chap-
ters (Burns 1989) — have emphasized product-
and production-related questions inside or near
the operating core. Lateral mechanisms near the
top of the hierarchy, which handles more strate-
gic questions have not been studied systemati-
cally. In this article we focus on lateral structures
in previously neglected contexts. In SAS Airline,
we study lateral structures at the national level

near the strategic apex. As regards the organi-
zation of the Free Commune experiment in the
four Nordic countries, the context is the central
administration of the state, where decisions, not
products are the main outputs.

The data on SAS Airline was collected as a
part of a research project on organizational de-
sign in large service organizations (Colbjernsen
1987, Colbjernsen 1992, Nesheim 1992). In a
period of two years, over 20 managers and un-
ion representatives were interviewed. The inter-
views were supplemented by written documen-
tation, mostly provided by SAS Airline.

The data on the organization of the Free Com-
mune Experiment was collected as a part of the
evaluation programme of the Norwegian Free-
commune Experiment (Baldersheim 1991, Bal-
dersheim & Fimreite 1990, Fimreite 1991). Dur-
ing the evaluation programme participants in the
Norwegian, Swedish, Danish and Finnish Cen-
tral administration were interviewed. Written doc-
umentation from each country supplemented the
information from the interviews.

4. SAS AIRLINE: NATIONAL
COORDINATION THROUGH LATERAL
STRUCTURES

In SAS Airline, lateral structures were estab-
lished to coordinate national dependencies in
Sweden, Norway and Denmark. From 1986 until
1990 the macro-structure of SAS Airline was
based on two principles of grouping, function (F)
and market (M). The functional units comprise
specialized activities such as technical, operative
(air) and ground services while the marked-based
units were responsible for the delivery of the prod-
uct “air travel” to individual customers (Figure 2).
This L-form (Nesheim 1992) is the organization-
al context for national coordination. In the ab-
sence of grouping according to nation (units in
Norway are parts of the F-units as well as the M-
units RS Norway). National dependence became
a question of inter-departemental dependence
between units. Questions such as personnel
policy, coordinated actions towards unions and
relations to actors in the national environments
involved several, horizontally ordered depart-
ments in each country. Taking Norway as an ex-
ample (cfr. Figure 2) there will be a perceived
need for coordination in such national questions
between Traffic Services/Norway, Technical Di-
vision/Norway, Route Sector Norway and other
units.
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RS Norway
RS Denmark
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Figure 2: Macro-structure of SAS Airline 1986—1990.

In this context, with no Country Manager with
hierarchial authority over all units in a country,
two forms of lateral structures were established
to enhance coordination between units in Swe-
den, Norway and Denmark; a National Coordi-
nation Group (standing committee) and various
national coordination roles (integrator role).

National Coordination Group was established
on local initiatives in Denmark and Norway in
1986, and in Sweden in 1988. The “core” of NCG
was representatives (managers) from the Route
Sectors, national units of Traffic Services Divi-
sion and Technical Division, as well as the Per-
sonnel departments in each country. — The main
function of NCG was not to make authorized
decisions, although a few such decisions were
taken. The committee was a vehicle for informa-
tion exchange between the managers of the Air-
line-units, and for consultation, mainly in ques-
tions of personnel. A typical example is that the
manager of one unit introduced a question of per-
sonnel policy in a case where he had the deci-
sion responsibility, but the decision had poten-
tial consequences for other units. When the mat-
ter was discussed in NCG, all units could have
their say, and the line manager could base his

decision on this overall national evaluation of the
question.

In quantitative terms as well as in perceived
importance by the participants, personnel coor-
dination and trade union relations were the main
themes of NCG. These questions are part of the
managers’ employer role. National coordination
in SAS Airline therefore comprises inter-depar-
temental dependencies in the execution of the
employer role on part of line managers.

The tasks of the national coordinators were
similar. On the one hand, the role incumbants
were responsible for internal coordination be-
tween units in each country. This task fits well
with the description of the integrator role in the
literature (Galbraith 1973, 1977, Mintzberg 1979).
They also had an internal function of represen-
tation, representing national interests at the
Group (before April 1989) or Airline level. Third-
ly, the coordinators were boundary-spanners
(Aldrich 1979) pursuing external representation
tasks, towards political authorities as well as the
media. In their capacity as boundary-spanners
one should aim at giving the company a “face” in
each country, influence political decision-making
and in general strengthen the legitimacy of SAS/
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SAS Airline in the national environment. The
characteristics of the national coordinator thus
reveal a combination of two previously uncon-
nected organizational roles, the integrator role
(cfr. Galbraith 1973, 1977) and the boundary-
spanning role (Aldrich 1979).

Three different types of coordinator roles have
been identified. Until March 1989 there were no
distinct coordination role inside SAS Airline.
Responsibility for national coordination was in-
tegrated in total coordination tasks at the nation-
al level for the SAS Group. Airline coordination
resided at the Group level, but the coordinator
had no formal authority over managers of the
national departments in SAS Airline (1). From
April 1989 a distinct coordination role at the Air-
line level was created. This was designed as a
part-time role to be combined with a line manag-
er assignment. In Norway and Sweden the man-
agers of the Route Sectors became coordinators,
while the manager of the national department of
Traffic Services was assigned to this position in
Denmark (2). In 1990 the coordination role be-
came a full-time assignment in Denmark and
Norway. The national coordinator reported to the
Airline COO (3). The differences between the
roles are important because of the various con-
straints and possibilities they create for the in-
cumbants. The time and resources available for
national tasks obviously differ between the three
role designs. Further, the placement at the Group
level (I) and the combination with a line manager
assignment and its “day-today” activities (2) cre-
ate two different bases of legitimacy for the co-
ordinator. The full-time coordinator (3) may have
to base his position on personal trust rather than
hierarchial position. The distinct coordination
roles (2 and 3) create clearer lines of responsi-
bility than the Group coordination role. Finally,
the part-time assignment (2) may result in an in-
herent role conflict (partisan for unit interests vs
coordinator of interests nationally) which is avoid-
ed in the full-time role (3). In addition to the in-
strumental functions of the coordinator, the sym-
bolic aspects should be underlined. In the ab-
sence of a hierarchial Country Manager, the co-
ordinator could be pointed out as the “leader” in
each nation by employees and the public, as well
as the one manager representing the employer
towards unions. The importance of such a func-
tion has been underlined by various participants
in SAS Airline. We set forth that one aspect of
the symbolic aspect of leadership, is the per-
ceived need for a “leader” for each socially de-
fined unit (for example “SAS Airline Norway”),

even when this unit is not an organizational unit
in a hierarchy.

Taken together, the standing committee and
the coordinator were not alternatives, as con-
ceived in the literature (Galbraith 1973, 1977,
Mintzberg 1979, Burns 1989). Instead they were
closely connected, because the coordinator was
responsible for the cooperation in NCG. The co-
ordinator’s internal coordination tasks were to a
large part “executed” through the NCG meetings.
The lateral structures were supplements, not al-
ternatives for national coordination.

If we turn to the design of the lateral structures,
the differences are striking. The coordination role
changed significantly at three points in time. The
roles were designed at the Airline/Group level,
and the roles were formalized in contracts and
job descriptions. In other words, the roles were
the outcomes of conscious design at the central
level. In contrast, the characteristics of the stand-
ing committee were more stable, with some mi-
nor, gradual changes in representation and em-
phasis over time. Here, the managers at the na-
tional units were instrumental in the development
of NCG. In terms of definition of tasks and re-
sponsibility, there were less formalization. The
pattern are partly the outcome of local incremen-
talism; adaption over time to conditions at the
national level.

If we compare the countries, there are similar-
ities in “core” representation and tasks of NCG,
as well as the coordination roles in most of the
period. On the other hand, lateral structures tend-
ed to be less important in Sweden compared to
Denmark and Norway. This is reflected in some
design-aspects: NCG was established two years
later in Sweden than in Denmark and Norway,
NCG was supplemented by a broader based
committee in Denmark and Norway, not in Swe-
den, a full-time coordination role was established
in Denmark and Norway, but not in Sweden. As
regards the activation aspects; in terms of inten-
sity and frequency of meetings, NCG Sweden
was the least important of the three committees.

Three supplementary explanations of this pat-
tern will be proposed. First, the SAS headquar-
ter was located in Stockholm. Managers of Swed-
ish departments had easier access to F-unit man-
agers, Airline COO and SAS Group COO than
managers of the Norwegian and Danish units.
Therefore, informal communication was more
important in Sweden, and the perceived need for
formal structures less than in Denmark and Nor-
way. Secondly, the SAS Group COO (who was
Swedish) was active and well known both inside



226

HALLINNON TUTKIMUS 4 « 1994

the organization and towards the media. The
employees of SAS Airline and external actors per-
ceived this manager as the “Swedish” face of
SAS Airline, not the national coordinator.

Compared to Denmark and Norway, the nation-
al coordinator was overshadowed by the SAS
Group COO. Thirdly, in Denmark and Norway
managers and union representatives underlined
the importance of representing national interest
towards the headquarter in Stockholm. In Swe-
den this was perceived to be less important, as
long as the actors had access through other in-
formal channels and the SAS Group and Airline
COO's were Swedes.

5. THE FREE COMMUNE EXPERIMENT:
COORDINATION THROUGH LATERAL
STRUCTURES

During the 1980s lots of reforms have taken
place in the public sector in all the Nordic coun-
tries. Local government is an important provider
of services in the public sector, and a change in
the relationship between central and local gov-
ernment has been an important subject in these
reform-efforts. The Free-commune experiment is
one approach in reforming this relationship. Elab-
orated in Sweden and quickly adopted in Den-
mark, Norway and Finland, the Free-commune
experiment has become a Nordic method for re-
forms in the local government. The idea of the
experiment is that a sample of communes and
counties, after applications to central authorities,
can be given dispensations from laws, acts and
prescriptions.

In each country the Free-commune experiment
has to be carried out inside the hierarchical, sec-
tor-based central administration. Several minis-
teries often become involved in one particular
decision-process. There is a need for the actors
involved to reach a common outcome. The out-
put in the Free-commune experiment, therefore,
is not products as in the SAS-case, but decisions;
whether or not local government are allowed to
try new solutions to their tasks and challenges.
This implies interdepartemental dependency and
need for coordination between ministeries in the
central administration. Because several minister-
ies have to be involved in the same process, tra-
ditional, hierarchical mechanisms to handle co-
ordination - rules, routines, procedures — will not
function well. One solution to this challenge is
the design and activation of lateral structures.

Two main strategies can be identified in the

Nordic countries. In Norway and Finland new
units — integrator units — inside the central ad-
ministration were established. The main tasks of
these units were coordination between depart-
ments involved in handling applications. No such
units were established in Sweden and Denmark.
Here the responsibility for the experiment was
given to the departments inside the Ministery of
Interior which normally are responsible for ques-
tions concerning the local government in the hi-
erarchical organization.

The units in Norway and Finland have no de-
cision authority in the experiment, however. In
Finland the decision authority is located in the
sector ministeries, in Norway by the Cabinet (later
delegated to the Minister of Local Government).
The main purpose of the integrator units are to
consult involved ministeries before a decision is
made in order to provide involved actors (also
outside the central administration) with informa-
tion and to help the ministries to make the “right”
decisions. All the Free-commune cases are han-
dled by the project units in the two countries. The
units also act as spokesmen for the experiment
inside the central administration. The experiment
is thus given attention, and other participants at
the central level can recognize the experiment
through the activities of the integrator units.

The tasks of the departement(s) in the Minis-
tery of Interior in Denmark and Sweden which is
responsible for the experiment, are not very dif-
ferent from the tasks of the “Free-commune-
units”. The departements have no decision au-
thority, and act as spokesmen, providers of in-
formation and preparer of cases. In Sweden all
Free commune cases are handled by the depart-
ment. In Denmark only about half of the cases
go through the departement. The rest of the cas-
es are handled directly between involved sector
ministeries and the Free commune(s). There are
no formal criteria for which cases that shall be
handled directly and which must be handled
through the departement. Therefore it seems it
is difficult to predict which part of the central ad-
ministration that will be responsible for a specific
Free commune case. In many ways this may
reate an uncertainty in the relationship between
central and local government in Denmark which
is not present in the other three countries.

The difference in the design of coordination
roles and units seems to have important conse-
quences for role performance. In that way the
design may be said to effect the activation of the
experiment. The degree of attention that the de-
sign of coordination roles permits is one impor-
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tant factor. The units which are full time partici-
pants have more attention to the experiment than
a department in a Ministry which has to handle
other cases at the same time. The amount of
commitment to the experiment is another factor
which can explain differences in performance.
The units have developed sort of an ownership
to the experiment. It is their experiment, and they
are committed to the result of it. For the depart-
ments the Free-commune experiment is just one
task among other tasks they have to take care
of. A third important factor in this connection is
that the units were established to take care of
the “Free-commune-experiment.” From the very
beginning their role were to handle interdeparte-
mental relations.

In all four countries there are other lateral struc-
tures which can supplement the integrator units
and the departments. In Sweden, Norway and
Finland task forces are established to handle nec-
essary contact at central level. Representatives
from the actors involved are members of these
groups. The main function of the groups is to
prepare decisions. In these three countries there
also excist liaison roles for the experimentin the
ministeries involved. There is a high continuity
among the liaison persons. Their main tasks are
to take responsibility for the experiment inside
their own ministery, and to act as a receiver of
information from the experiment from outside
(from unit, department or communes).

In Sweden, therefore, the part-time participants
in the departments are supplemented by rather
formal lateral structures (liaison roles and task
forces). In contrast to the other countries Den-
mark has established no formal lateral structures.
Coordination occurs through informal, direct con-
tact between actors involved. The contact is more
decentralized and spontaneous here than in the
other three countries. The amount of contact is
rather random. Figure 3 gives an overview of
lateral structures in the four countries.

As regards the lateral structures, the experi-
ment seems to be strongest coordinated in Nor-
way and in Finland. Here, new integrator units
were established to handle coordination between
ministeries. These were supplemented by task
forces and liaison roles. We will postulate that
because of the extent of the lateral structures,
the Free Commune experiment in these coun-
tries had a better chance to establish permanent
changes in the relationship between central and
local government than in the two other countries.
Strong coordination means greater pressures on
ministeries at the central level to become involved

227
Liansonrole | Task-force | Integrator
SWEDEN + +
DENMARK | Informal
contact
NORWAY + + +
FINLAND + + +

Figure 3: Lateral structures in the Nordic Free-
commune experiments 1987-1991.

in and committed to the experiment. In that way
the Free commune experiment may be a part of
their own procedures for reforms.

The coordination between the ministeries have,
however, been problematic in all three countries
where lateral structures have been available. In
the central administration a hierarchial, rule-
based pattern of decision-making dominates. Co-
ordination between departments on a lateral —
and not hierarchial basis - is not easy to imple-
ment.

When several bureaucratic organized minister-
ies, as in this experiment, are involved in the
same cases, there will be uncertainty and con-
flict about which ministeries’ rules, routines and
procedures that shall be decisive. Negotiations
concerning this have therefore become important
as a way of making decisons.

However, negotiations between administrative
units often lead to a solution which all parts could
not agree upon. The palitical level in the central
government therefore was activated to solve con-
flicts between departments. This option was of-
ten used in Norway. When the ministries involved
could not agree, there was an intervention from
the political level. In Sweden and Finland this op-
portunity was also used, but not as often as in
Norway. In Denmark it was rarely used, proba-
bly because political attention to the experiment
was lower here than in the three other countries.

As regards the design of the lateral structures,
Sweden was the first country to introduce the
Free commune experiment. The experiment be-
came a part of the ordinary tasks in the bureauc-
racy. Denmark chose some sort of adhoc-organ-
ization. Norway had a more conscious attitude
to design and chose a “Free-commune-unit’
which could act both as an integartor and as a
boundary spanner. Finland chose nearly the
same solution as Norway without any knowlegde
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Dimension

SAS Airline

The Free Commune experiment

Organizational context

One organization, based on market
and functional grouping

Central administration in four
countries, hierarchial, rule- and
sector-based

Interdepartemental
dependence

National dependence between
departments; personnel policy,
relations to trade unions and other

Output dependence (related to
decisions) between ministeries
involved in applications from

themes

local government

Lateral structures Standing committee

Integrator role (national coordinator)

Integrator units
Task forces
Liaison roles

Points of interests

Lateral structures are supplements, not aiternatives
Functions: Information exchange rather than decision-making

Integrator role:
Various types
Symbolic functions

Identification of BSI roles

Differences in the design of roles
vs. standing committees

Integrator units

Spokesmen for the experiment
Design effect activation
Political intervention

Main differences Sweden vs. Norway/Finland vs.
Norway/Denmark Sweden/Denmark
Explanations of Location of Political attention
differences HQ Degree of uncertainty and inter-dept.

dependence

Figure 4: Lateral structures: Overview.

of the Norwegian unit. The Finns wanted some-
thing different from the Swedish design.

In all four countries there seemed to be con-
sious decisions behind the design but adjustment
is also a central part of the development of the
organizations after 5 years of experiments. Three
factors can be said to explain differences in lat-
eral structures: degree of attention, decision
rights and design of the Free commune acts.
These factors create variations in interdeparte-
mental-dependence and task-uncertainty at cen-
tral level in the four countries and in that way they
can have effected the design. The palitical atten-
tion to the experiment is lowest in Denmark. The
decision right concerning whether a local project
should be accepted or not, is in all countries —
except from Norway — given to the sector minis-
teries. In Norway it is the Cabinet which have this
authority. This in many ways means more inter-
departemental-dependence at central level in
Norway than in the other three countries. The
Free commune acts are fairly clear in Sweden
and Denmark. From that act you can tell which

local projects that can be accepted and which
that have to be turned down. In Norway and in
Finland the Free commune acts are less speci-
fied. It is not clear from the act which local
projects that can be accepted and which that
have to be turn down. This creates more task-
uncertainty in the Norwegian and Finnish Free
commune experiment than in the Swedish and
Danish experiments.

6. SUMMARY AND FURTHER RESEARCH

We have described characteristics of lateral
structures in two types of settings, related to na-
tional coordination in SAS Airline and coordina-
tion in the Free Commune experimentin four Nor-
dic countries. These are empirical extensions as
regards empirical studies of lateral structures, and
is a contribution as such. Figure 4 summarizes
the main points of the empirical studies.

Our purpose has not been to compare the two
cases in terms of differences. Rather, lateral
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structures have been discussed based on a re-
fined conceptual scheme, to reveal interesting
points on such non-hierarchial coordination. On
the basis of this study we can extend conven-
tional wisdom, on lateral structures.

As regards the integrator role, we will point out
two set of findings. First, in the Free Commune
experiment, an integrator unit rather than an in-
tegrator role was established to handle coordi-
nation between departments (Norway and Fin-
land). This can be regarded as a difference of
degree, cfr. Mintzberg (1979) conceptualization
of the integrator role: “A new individual, some-
times with his own unit, is superimposed on the
old departemental structure and given some pow-
er that formerly resided in the separate depart-
ments (Mintzberg 1979: 165, our italics). To es-
tablish a new unit — and not merely a new role —
implies that more attention, commitment and re-
sources are allocated to the inter-departemental
tasks in hand.

Secondly, the observations from SAS Airline
have revealed a combination between two previ-
ously unconnected roles; integrator and bound-
ary spanner (“BS/™-roles). The integrator can have
different bases of legitimacy, according to his hi-
erarchial basis. Further, the symbolic functions
of the integrator - fulfilling the perceived need
for a leader of a socially defined unit — could be
the point of departure for new and interesting re-
search questions.

Conventional wisdom - as reflected in Gal-
braith’s own work and recognized readers on or-
ganizatonal theory (Scott 1987, Daft 1989) and
structure (Mintzberg 1979, Child 1984) - still re-
gard the various forms of lateral structures as al-
ternatives. We have shown that in both settings
various structures were supplements and not al-
ternatives in coordination related to inter-depar-
temental dependence. Further research could go
into how activation inside various structures com-
plement each other, and how they interrelate.

A finding from SAS Airline provokes the ques-
tion of how lateral structures are actually de-
signed. While the integrator roles were designed
at the central level and formalized in contracts
and job descriptions, the standing committee
developed incrementally over time. Is this a gen-
eral pattern in the design of contact-roles and
groups, and what are the consequences of this
pattern?

As regards the function of lateral structures, this
is not only related to decision-making. We have
shown that exchange of information was one of
the central functions of the various structures. In-

formation can be regarded as the basis of deci-
sion-making. However, decisions were often
made in other arenas or levels than in contact
groups and by integrators.

Design and activation are two related aspects
of lateral structures. On the basis of observations
from the Free Commune Experiment, we propose
that design affect activation through three mech-
anisms; allocation of attention, commitment and
part-time vs full-time assignments. Further re-
search should explore the relations between the
design of and actual interaction and performance
of lateral structures.

A specific trait of the central administration is
the hierarchially connection to the political level,
directly to the head of the ministeries and indi-
rectly to Parliament and MP’s. One finding from
the Free Commune study is that political inter-
vention was often used, but the extent of it var-
ied between countries. An interesting question is
the degree of political intervention when tasks are
organized through lateral structures. Can politi-
cal intervention be accounted for by the culture
that emphasize hierarchy and rules or are other
factors important? How can differences in politi-
cal intervention be explained?

Finally, the study provides us with some ground
to discuss differences in lateral structures. As
regards intraorganizational differences, we would
suggest that they often are related to the locali-
zation of the headquarter. National units co-lo-
cated with the headquarter have easier access
to the strategic apex. Coordination in national
questions therefore can be handled in an infor-
mal mode, rather than through formalized lateral
structures (cfr. SAS Airline). As regards differ-
ences between organizations (cfr. Free Com-
mune study) three determinants have been sug-
gested; political attention, degree of uncertainty
and degree of inter-departemental dependence.
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