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Evolying Models Of

Organizational Bebayior

KEITH DAVIS
Arizona State University

Managerial practices gradually are
evolving from an autocratic model of
organizational behavior, to a custodial
model, and then to a supportive model.
A further refinement is a collegial model.
Each successive model serves higher-
order needs and is more democratic.

The affluent society of which John Kenneth Galbraith wrote a decade
ago has become even more affluent.! There are many reasons for this
sustained improvement in productivity, and some of them are advancing
technology, available resources, improved education, and a favorable
economic and social system. There is, however, another reason of key
significance to all of us. That reason is management, specifically the
capacity of managers to develop organizational systems which respond
productively to the changing conditions of society. In recent years this has
meant more complex administrative systems in order to challenge and
motivate employees toward better teamwork. Improvement has been made
by working smarter, not harder. An increasingly sophisticated knowledge
of human behavior is required; consequently, theoretical models of organi-
zational behavior have had to grow to absorb this new knowledge. It is
these evolving models of organizational behavior which | wish to discuss;
then | shall draw some conclusions about their use.

The significant point about models of organizational behavior is that
the model which a manager holds normally determines his perception of
the organizational world about him. It leads to certain assumptions about
people and certain interpretations of events he encounters. The underlying
model serves as an unconscious guide to each manager’s behavior. He
acts as he thinks. Since his acts do affect the quality of human relations
and productivity in his department, he needs to be fully aware of the trends

1John Kenneth Galbraith, The Affluent Society (Boston, Mass.: Houghton Mifflin, 1958).
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that are occurring. If he holds to an outmoded model, his success will be
limited and his job will be harder, because he will not be able to work with
his people as he should.

Similarly, the model of organizational behavior which predominates
among the management of an organization will affect the success of that
whole organization. And at a national level the model which prevails within
a country will influence the productivity and economic development of that
nation. Models of organizational behavior are a significant variable in the
life of all groups.

Many models of organizational behavior have appeared during the
last 100 years, and four of them are significant and different enough to
merit further discussion. These are the autocratic, custodial, supportive,
and collegial models. In the order mentioned, the four models represent a
historical evolution of management thought. The autocratic model pre-
dominated 75 years ago. In the 1920s and 1930s it yielded ground to the
more successful custodial model. In this generation the supportive model
is gaining approval. It predominates in many organizations, although the
custodial model probably still prevails in the whole society. Meanwhile,
a number of advanced organizations are experimenting with the collegial
model.

The four models are not distinct in the sense that a manager or a firm
uses one and only one of them. In a week — or even a day — a manager
probably applies some of all four models. On the other hand, one model
tends to predominate as his habitual way of working with his people, in
such a way that it leads to a particular type of teamwork and behavioral
climate among his group. Similarly, one model tends to dominate the life of a
whole organization, but different parts therein may still be pursuing other
models. The production department may take a custodial approach, while
supportive ideas are being tried in the office, and collegial ideas are prac-
ticed in the research department. The point is that one model of organi-
zational behavior is not an adequate label to describe all that happens in
an organization, but it is a convenient way to distinguish one prevailing
way of life from another. By comparing these four models, we can
recognize certain important distinctions among them.

'THE AUTOCRATIC MODEL

The autocratic model has its roots deep in history, and certainly it
became the prevailing model early in the industrial revolution. As shown
in Figure 1, this model depends on power. Those who are in command
must have the power to demand, “You do this — or else,” meaning that
an employee will be penalized if he does not follow orders. This model
takes a threatening approach, depending on negative motivation backed
by power.
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FIGURE 1
Four Models of Organizational Behavior
Autocratic Custodial Supportive Collegial
Depends on: Power Economic Leadership Mutual
resources contribution
Managerial Authority Material Support Integration and
orientation: rewards teamwork
Employee Obedience Security Performance Responsibility
orientation:
Employee psycho- Personal Organizational  Participation Self-discipline
logical result: dependency dependency

Employee needs
met:

Subsistence

Maintenance

Higher-order

Self-realization

Performance Minimum Passive Awakened Enthusiasm
result: cooperation drives
Morale measure: Compliance Satisfaction Motivation Commitment to

task and team

Source: Adapted from Keith Davis, Human Relations at Work: The Dynamics of Organi-

zational Behavior (3rd ed.; New York: McGraw-Hill, 1967), p. 480.

In an autocratic environment the managerial orientation is formal,
official authority. Authority is the tool with which management works and
the context in which it thinks, because it is the organizational means by
which power is applied. This authority is delegated by right of command
over the people to whom it applies. In this model, management implicitly
assumes that it knows what is best and that it is the employee’s obligation
to follow orders without question or interpretation. Management assumes
that employees are passive and even resistant to organizational needs.
They have to be persuaded and pushed into performance, and this is
management’s task. Management does the thinking; the employees obey
the orders. This is the “Theory X" popularized by Douglas McGregor as
the conventional view of management.? It has its roots in history and was
made explicit by Frederick W. Taylor’s concepts of scientific management.
Though Taylor's writings show that he had worker interests at heart, he
saw those interests served best by a manager who scientifically determined
what a.worker should do and then saw that he did it. The worker’s role
was to perform as he was ordered.

Under autocratic conditions an employee’s orientation is obedience.
He bends to the authority of a boss — not a manager. This role causes a

*Douglas McGregor, “The Human Side of Enterprise,” in Proceedings of the Fifth
Anniversary Convocation of the School of Industrial Management (Cambridge, Mass.: Massa-
chusetts Institute of Technology, April 9, 1957). Theory X and Theory Y were later popularized
in Douglas McGregor, The Human Side of Enterprise (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1960).
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psychological result which in this case is employee personal dependency
on his boss whose power to hire, fire, and “perspire” him is almost ab-
solute. The boss pays relatively low wages because he gets relatively less
performance from the employee. Each employee must provide subsistence
needs for himself and his family; so he reluctantly gives minimum per-
formance, but he is not motivated to give much more than that. A few men
give higher performance because of internal achievement drives, be-
cause they personally like their boss, because the boss is a “natural-born
leader,” or because of some other fortuitous reason; but most men give
only minimum performance.

When an autocratic model of organizational behavior exists, the
measure of an employee’s morale is usually his compliance with rules and
orders. Gompliance is unprotesting assent without enthusiasm. The com-
pliant employee takes his orders and does not talk back.

Although modern observers have an inherent tendency to condemn the
autocratic model of organizational behavior, it is a useful way to accom-
plish work. It has been successfully applied by the empire builders of the
1800s, efficiency engineers, scientific managers, factory foremen, and
others. It helped to build great railroad systems, operate giant steel mills,
and produce a dynamic industrial civilization in the early 1900s.

Actually the autocratic model exists in all shades of gray, rather than
the extreme black usually presented. It has been a reasonably effective
way of management when there is a ‘“benevolent autocrat” who has a
genuine interest in his employees and when the role expectation of em-
ployees is autocratic leadership.? But these results are usually only moderate
ones lacking the full potential that is available, and they are reached at
considerable human costs. In addition, as explained earlier, conditions
change to require new behavioral models in order to remain effective.

As managers and academicians became familiar with limitations of
the autocratic model, they began to ask, “Is there a better way? Now
that we have brought organizational conditions this far along, can we
build on what we have in order to move one step higher on the ladder
of progress?”’ Note that their thought was not to throw out power as un-
desirable, because power is needed to maintain internal unity in organi-
zations. Rather, their thought was to build upon the foundation which
existed: “Is there a better way?”

THE CUSTODIAL MODEL

Managers soon recognized that although a compliant employee did
not talk back to his boss, he certainly “thought back”! There were many

3This viewpoint is competently presented in R. N. McMurry, “The Case for Benevolent
Autocracy,” Harvard Business Review (Jan.-Feb., 1958), pp. 82-90.
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things he wanted to say to his boss, and sometimes he did say them when
he quit or lost his temper. The employee inside was a seething mass of
insecurity, frustrations, and aggressions toward his boss. Since he could
not vent these feelings directly, sometimes he went home and vented them on
his wife, family, and neighbors; so the community did not gain much out
of this relationship either.

It seemed rather obvious to progressive employers that there ought to
be some way to develop employee satisfactions and adjustment during
production — and in fact this approach just might cause more productivity!
If the employee’s insecurities, frustrations, and aggressions could be
dispelled, he might feel more like working. At any rate the employer could
sleep better, because his conscience would be clearer.

Development of the custodial model was aided by psychologists, in-
dustrial relations specialists, and economists. Psychologists were in-
terested in employee satisfaction and adjustment. They felt that a satisfied
employee would be a better employee, and the feeling was so strong that
“a happy employee” became a mild obsession in some personnel offices.
The industrial relations specialists and economists favored the custodial
model as a means of building employee security and stability in employ-
ment. They gave strong support to a variety of fringe benefits and group
plans for security.

The custodial model originally developed in the form of employee
welfare programs offered by a few progressive employees, and in its
worst form it became known as employer paternalism. During the de-
pression of the 1930s emphasis changed to economic and social security
and then shortly moved toward various labor plans for security and control.
During and after World War Il, the main focus was on specific fringe bene-
fits. Employers, labor unions, and government developed elaborate pro-
grams for overseeing the needs of workers.

A successful custodial approach depends on economic resources, as
shown in Figure 1. An organization must have economic wealth to provide
economic security, pensions, and other fringe benefits. The resulting man-
agerial orientation is toward economic or material rewards, which are de-
signed to make employees respond as economic men. A reciprocal em-
ployee orientation tends to develop emphasizing security.

The custodial approach gradually leads to an organizational dependency
by the employee. Rather than being dependent on his boss for his weekly
bread, he now depends on larger organizations for his security and welfare.
Perhaps more accurately stated, an organizational dependency is added
atop a reduced personal dependency on his boss. This approach effec-
tively serves an employee’s maintenance needs, as presented in Herzberg’s
motivation-maintenance model, but it does not strongly motivate an em-
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ployee.* The result is a passive cooperation by the employee. He is
pleased to have his security; but as he grows psychologically, he also
seeks more challenge and autonomy.

The natural measure of morale which developed from a custodial model
was employee satisfaction. If the employee was happy, contented, and
adjusted to the group, then all was well. The happiness-oriented morale
survey became a popular measure of success in many organizations.

Limitations of the Custodial Model

Since the custodial model is the one which most employers are cur-
rently moving away from, its limitations will be further examined. As with
the autocratic model, the custodial model exists in various shades of gray,
which means that some practices are more successful than others. in
most cases, however, it becomes obvious to all concerned that most em-
ployees under custodial conditions do not produce anywhere near their
capacities, nor are they motivated to grow to the greater capacities of
which they are capable. Though employees may be happy, most of them
really do not feel fulfilled or self-actualized.

The custodial model emphasizes economic resources and the se-
curity those resources will buy, rather than emphasizing employee per-
formance. The employee becomes psychologically preoccupied with
maintaining his security and benefits, rather than with- production. As a
result, he does not produce much more vigorously than under the old
autocratic approach. Security and contentment are necessary for a per-
son, but they are not themselves very strong motivators.

In addition, the fringe benefits and other devices of the custodial
model are mostly off-the-job. They are not directly connected with per-
formance. The employee has to be too sick to work or too old to work in
order to receive these benefits. The system becomes one of public and
private paternalism in which an employee sees little connection between
his rewards and his job performance and personal growth; hence he is
not motivated toward performance and growth. In fact, an overzealous
effort to make the worker secure and happy leads to a brand of psy-
chological paternalism no better than earlier economic paternalism. With
the psychological variety, employee needs are dispensed from the per-
sonnel department, union hall, and government bureau, rather than the
company store. But in either case, dependency remains, and as Ray E.
Brown observes, “Men grow stronger on workouts than on handouts. It
is in the nature of people to wrestle with a challenge and rest on a
cruich ... The great desire of man is to stand on his own, and his life is one

‘Frederick Herzberg, Bernard Mausner, and Barbara Synderman, The Motivation to
Work (New York: John Wiley and Sons, 1959).
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great fight against dependency. Making the individual a ward of the organi-
zation will likely make him bitter instead of better.”s

As viewed by William H. Whyte, the employee working under cus-
todialism becomes an “organization man” who belongs to the organization
and who has “left home, spiritually as well as physically, to take the vows
of organizational life.”’¢

As knowledge of human behavior advanced, deficiencies in the cus-
todial model became quite evident, and people again started to ask, ‘“Is
there a better way?”’ The search for a better way is not a condemnation of
the custodial model as a whole; however, it is a condemnation of the as-
sumption that custodialism is ‘“‘the final answer” — the one best way to
work with people in organizations. An error in reasoning occurs when a
person perceives that the custodial model is so desirable that there is no
need to move beyond it to something better.

THE SUPPORTIVE MODEL

The supportive model of organizational behavior has gained cur-
rency during recent years as a result of a great deal of behavioral science
research as well as favorable employer experience with it. The supportive
model establishes a manager in the primary role of psychological support
of his employees at work, rather than in a primary role of ecohomic sup-
port (as in the custodial model) or “power over” (as in the autocratic
model). A supportive approach was first suggested in the classical experi-
ments of Mayo and Roethlisberger at Western Electric Company in the
1930s and 1940s. They showed that a small work group is more productive
and satisfied when its members perceive that they are working in a sup-
portive environment. This interpretation was expanded by the work of
Edwin A. Fleishman with supervisory ‘‘consideration” in the 1940s” and
that of Rensis Likert and his associates with the “employee-oriented super-
visor” in the 1940s and 1950s.2 In fact, the coup de grace to the custodial
model’s dominance was administered by Likert’s research which showed
that the happy employee is not necessarily the most productive employee.

Likert has expressed the supportive model as the ‘“principle of sup-
portive relationships” in the following words: “The leadership and other
processes of the organization must be such as to ensure a maximum

*Ray E. Brown, Judgment in Administration (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1966), p. 75.
*William H. Whyte, Jr., The Organization Man (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1956),
p. 3.
"An early report of this research is Edwin A. Fleishman, “Leadership Climate” and
Supervisory Behavior (Columbus, Ohio: Personnel Research Board, Ohio State University,
1951).
5There have been many publications by the Likert group at the Survey Research Center,
University of Michigan. An early basic one is Daniel Katz et. al., Productivity, Supervision
and Morale in an Office Situation. (Ann Arbor, Mich.: The University of Michigan Press, 1950).
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probability that in all interactions and all relationships with the organiza-
tion each member will, in the light of his background, values, and expecta-
tions, view the experience as supportive and one which builds and main-
tains his sense of personal worth and importance.”?

The supportive model, shown in Figure 1, depends on leadership
instead of power or economic resources. Through leadership, manage-
ment provides a behavioral climate to help each employee grow and ac-
complish in the interests of the organization the things of which he is
capable. The leader assumes that workers are not by nature passive and
resistant to organizational needs, but that they are made so by an in-
adequate supportive climate at work. They will take responsibility, develop
a drive to contribute, and improve themselves, if management will give
them half a chance. Management’s orientation, therefore, is to support
the employee’s performance.

Since performance is supported, the employee’s orientation is toward
it instead of mere obedience and security. He is responding to intrinsic
motivations in his job situation. His psychological result is a feeling of
participation and task involvement in the organization. When referring to
his organization, he may occasionally say ‘“we,” instead of always saying
“they”. Since his higher-order needs are better challenged, he works with
more awakened drives than he did under earlier models.

The difference between custodial and supportive models is illustrated
by the fact that the morale measure of supportive management is the em-
ployee’s level of motivation. This measure is significantly different from
the satisfaction and happiness emphasized by the custodial model. An
employee who has a supportive leader is motivated to work toward organi-
zational objectives as a means of achieving his own goals. This ap-
proach is similar to McGregor’s popular “Theory Y”.

The supportive model is just as applicable to the climate for managers
as for operating employees. One study reports that supportive managers
usually led to high motivation among their subordinate managers. Among
those managers who were low in motivation, only 8 per cent had sup-
portive managers. Their managers were mostly autocratic.'®

It is not essential for managers to accept every assumption of the
supportive model in order to move toward it, because as more is learned
about it, views will change. What is essential is that modern managers in
business, unions, and government do not become locked into the custodial
model. They need to abandon any view that the custodial model is the
final answer, so that they will be free to look ahead to improvements which
are fitting to their organization in their environment.

*Rensis Likert, New Patterns of Management (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1961), pp. 102-
103. (ltalics in original.) .

M, Scott Myers, “Conditions for Manager Motivation,” Harvard Business Review
(Jan.-Feb., 1966), p. 61. This study covered 1,344 managers at Texas Instruments, Inc.
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The supportive model is only one step upward on the ladder of pro-
gress. Though it is just now coming into dominance, some firms which
have the proper conditions and managerial competence are already using
a collegial model of organizational behavior, which offers further op-
portunities for improvement.

THE COLLEGIAL MODEL

The collegial model is still evolving, but it is beginning to take shape.
It has developed from recent behavioral science research, particularly
that of Likert, Katz, Kahn, and others at the University of Michigan,!
Herzberg with regard to maintenance and motivational factors,’2 and the
work of a number of people in project management and matrix organi-
zation.’® The collegial model readily adaptis to the flexible, intellectual
environment of scientific and professional organizations. Working in sub-
stantially unprogrammed activities which require effective teamwork, scien-
tific and professional employees desire the autonomy which a collegial
model permits, and they respond to it well.

The collegial model depends on management’s building a feeling of
mutual contribution among participants in the organization, as shown in
Figure 1. Each employee feels that he is contributing something worth-
while and is needed and wanted. He feels that management and others
are similarly contributing, so he accepts and respects their roles in the
organization. Managers are seen as joint contributors rather than bosses.

The managerial orientation is toward teamwork which will provide
an integration of all contributions. Management is more of an integrating
power than a commanding power. The employee response to this situa-
tion is responsibility. He produces quality work not primarily because
management tells him to do so or because the inspector will catch him
if he does not, but because he feels inside himself the desire to do so for
many reasons. The employee psychological result, therefore, is self-
discipline. Feeling responsible, the employee disciplines himself for team
performance in the same way that a football team member disciplines him-
self in training and in game performance.

In this kind of environment an employee normally should feel some de-
gree of fulfillment and self-realization, although the amount will be modest
in some situations. The result is job enthusiasm, because he finds in the job
such Herzberg motivators as achievement, growth, intrinsic work fulfillment,

1 jkert describes a similar model as System 4 in Rensis Likert, The Human Organi-
zation: Its Management and Value (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1967), pp. 3-11.

*Herzberg et. al., op. cit.

BFor example, see Keith Davis, “Mutuality in Understanding of the Program Manager’s
Management Role,” IEEE Transactions on Engineering Management (Dec., 1965), pp. 117-122.
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and recognition. His morale will be measured by his commitment to his
task and his team, because he will see these as instruments for his self-
actualization.

SOME CONCLUSIONS ABOUT MODELS OF
ORGANIZATIONAL BEHAVIOR

The evolving nature of models of organizational behavior makes it
evident that change is the normal condition of these models. As our under-
standing of human behavior increases or as new social conditions develop,
our organizational behavior models are also likely to change. It is a grave
mistake to assume that one particular model is a “best” model which will
endure for the long run. This mistake was made by some old-time managers
about the autocratic model and by some humanists about the custodial
model, with the result that they became psychologically locked into these
models and had difficulty altering their practices when conditions de-
manded it. Eventually the supportive model may also fall to limited use;
and as further progress is made, even the collegial model is likely to be
surpassed. There is no permanently “one best model” of organizational
behavior, because what is best depends upon what is known about human
behavior in whatever environment and priority of objectives exist at a
particular time.

A second conclusion is that the models of organizational behavior
which have developed seem to be sequentially related to man’s psycholog-
ical hierarchy of needs. As society has climbed higher on the need hier-
archy, new models of organizational behavior have been developed to
serve the higher-order needs that became paramount at the time. If
Maslow’s need hierarchy is used for comparison, the custodial model of
organizational behavior is seen as an effort to serve man’s second-level
security needs.'* It moved one step above the autocratic model which was
reasonably serving man’s subsistence needs, but was not effectively meet-
ing his needs for security. Similarly the supportive model is an effort to
meet employees’ higher-level needs, such as affiliation and esteem, which
the custodial model was unable to serve. The collegial model moves even
higher toward service of man’s need for self-actualization.

A number of persons have assumed that emphasis on one model of
organizational behavior was an automatic rejection of other models, but
the comparison with man’s need hierarchy suggests that each model is
built upon the accomplishments of the other. For example, adoption of a
supportive approach does not mean abandonment of custodial practices
which serve necessary employee security needs. What it does mean is
that custodial practices are relegated to secondary emphasis, because

#A, H. Maslow, “A Theory of Human Motivation,” Psychological Review (L, 1943),
370-396.
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employees have progressed up their need structure to a condition in which
higher needs predominate. In other words, the supportive model is the
appropriate model to use because subsistence and security needs are al-
ready reasonably met by a suitable power structure and security sys-
tem. If a misdirected modern manager should abandon these basic organi-
zational needs, the system would quickly revert to a quest for a workable
power structure and security system in order to provide subsistence-main-
tenance needs for its people.

Each model of organizational behavior in a sense outmodes its
predominance by gradually satisfying certain needs, thus opening up
other needs which can be better served by a more advanced model. Thus
each new model is built upon the success of its predecessor. The new
model simply represents a more sophisticated way of maintaining earlier
need satisfactions, while opening up the probability of satisfying still
higher needs.

A third conclusion suggests that the present tendency toward more
democratic models of organizational behavior will continue for the longer
run. This tendency seems to be required by both the nature of technology
and the nature of the need structure. Harbison and Myers, in a classical
study of management throughout the industrial world, conclude that ad-
vancing industrialization leads to more advanced models of organizational
behavior. Specifically, authoritarian management gives way to more con-
stitutional and democratic-participative models of management. These
developments are inherent in the system; that is, the more democratic
models tend to be necessary in order to manage productively an ad-
vanced industrial system.’® Slater and Bennis also conclude that more
participative and democratic models of organizational behavior inherent-
ly develop with advancing industrialization. They believe that “democracy
is inevitable,” because it is the only system which can successfully cope
with changing demands of contemporary civilization in both business and
government.t¢

Both sets of authors accurately point out that in modern, complex
organizations a top manager cannot be authoritarian in the traditional
sense and remain efficient, because he cannot know all that is happen-
ing in his organization. He must depend on other centers of power nearer
to operating problems. In addition, educated workers are not readily
motivated toward creative and intellectual duties by traditionai authori-
tarian orders. They require higher-order need satisfactions which newer

%Frederick Harbison and Charles A. Meyers, Management in the Industrial World: An
International Analysis (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1959), pp. 40-67. The authors also state on
page 47, “The design of systems of authority is equally as important in the modern world
as the development of technology.”

*Philip E. Slater and Warren G. Bennis, ‘“Democracy [s Inevitable,” Harvard Business
Review (March-April, 1964), pp. 51-59.
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models of organizational behavior provide. Thus there does appear to
be some inherent necessity for more democratic forms of organization
in advanced industrial systems.

A fourth and final conclusion is that, though one model may pre-
dominate as most appropriate for general use at any point in industrial
history, some appropriate uses will remain for other models. Knowledge
of human behavior and skills in applying that knowledge will vary among
managers. Role expectations of employees will differ depending upon
cultural history. Policies and ways of life will vary among organizations.
Perhaps more important, task conditions will vary. Some jobs may require
routine, low-skilled, highly programmed work which will be mostly deter-
mined by higher authority and provide mostly material rewards and
security (autocratic and custodial conditions). Other jobs will be unpro-
grammed and intellectual, requiring teamwork and self-motivation, and
responding best to supportive and collegial conditions. This use of differ-
ent management practices with people according to the task they are
performing is called “management according to task” by Leavitt.”

In the final analysis, each manager’s behavior will be determined by
his underlying theory of organizational behavior, so it is essential for
him to understand the different results achieved by different models of
organizational behavior. The model used will vary with the total human
and task conditions surrounding the work. The long-run tendency will
be toward more supportive and collegial models because they better
serve the higher-level needs of employees.

“Harold J. Leavitt, ‘“‘Management According to Task: Organizational Differentiation,”
Management International (1962), No. 1, pp. 13-22.
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