
 

PhD in Management Sciences 
Seminar 
Knowledge, Strategy, and Organization 
 
Theme - Agency and Self-Organization: Methodological Challenges 
 
Over the years, Professors JC Spender and Max Boisot have held 
conversations to compare and contrast their views on organization. Both 
have been interested in the relationship between agency, self-organization, 
and the methodological implications of their interaction. They would like to 
write a paper together, but feel that they will need help in bringing their 
views into alignment. They propose making the writing of a joint paper the 
theme of their seminar and to involve seminar participants in the process. 
 
The basic idea would be for Professors Spender and Boisot to each present 
their thoughts on the paper to seminar participants and to invite these to 
criticize and make suggestions on how to achieve both coherence and 
alignment. If the three days does give rise to a paper – and, clearly, 
Professors Spender and Boisot cannot commit to this ex ante - outstanding 
contributions by participants will be acknowledged. Particularly outstanding 
contributors might be invited to collaborate further on the paper and be 
listed as junior authors. 
 
The Structure of the Seminar 
 
The first day of the seminar will focus on the issue of agency versus self-
organization (ie, content), the second day on the implications for research 
methodologies (ie, process), and the third day will explore student 
responses to the first two days.  
 
Day 1:  Morning 
 
JC Spender presents his thoughts on agency and self-organization: agency 
and the texture of causality; agency and freedom; the role of causality in 
self-organization; implications for our conception of management. 
 
Small group discussion of the presentation 
 
Plenary Session 
 
Day 1: Afternoon 
 
Max Boisot presents his thoughts on agency and self-organization: what does the concept of agency 
add to our understanding of organization? How does the emergence of the firm as an institution 
change the way we think of both agency and organization? 
 
Small group discussion of the presentation 
 
Plenary Session 
 

School:  
ESADE Business School 
 
Date:  
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Time:  
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Place: 
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Research Seminar’s room 404 
 
ECTS: 3 
 
Fee: 660 € 
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Language:  
English 
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Day 2:  Morning 
 
JC Spender presents his thoughts on the methodological implications of agency/self-organization 
interactions: scientific versus historical approaches; the under-determination thesis; the 
constructivist perspective. 
 
Small group discussion of presentation 
 
Plenary Session 
 
Day 2: Afternoon 
 
Max Boisot presents his thoughts on the methodological implications of agency/self-organization 
interactions: How does one capture the emergence of self-organization in complex and distributed 
social processes? How does one identify the locus of agency in such processes? 
 
Small group discussion of presentation 
 
Plenary Session 
 
Day 3: Morning 
 
Participants, working in pairs, present a storyline in the form of two pages of bullet points that 
bring together in a coherent fashion the relevant points in the two presentations. The challenge 
here is to produce a single unified ‘meta-narrative’ out of two possibly divergent narratives. 
 
Participants present their findings 
 
These are discussed and evaluated by JC Spender and Max Boisot in a plenary session. 
  
Day 3: Afternoon 
 
Participants carry out a second iteration that takes into account the feedback received in the 
morning.  
 
Participants present their findings 
 
These are discussed and evaluated by JC Spender and Max Boisot in a plenary session and a final 
storyline is developed. This may or may not give rise to a joint paper in which the contribution of 
selected participants would be identified and acknowledged. Participants who make an 
outstanding contribution might be invited to collaborate on the paper and appear as junior 
authors. 
  



 

 
Readings 
 
Haken, H. (2006) Information and Self-Organization: A Microscopic Approach to Complex 
Systems, Berlin: Springer. Chapter 1, pp 1-35. 
 
Boisot, M. and MacMillan, I. (2004) “Crossing Epistemological Boundaries: Managerial and 
Entrepreneurial Approaches to Knowledge Management”, Long Range Planning, 
37/6:505-524 
 
Sprague, L., and Sprague, C., (1976) ‘Management Science?’ Interfaces, Vol.7, No.1: 57-62 
 
Spender, J.-C. (2011). Human Capital and Agency Theory. In A. Burton-Jones & J.-C. 
Spender (Eds.), Oxford Handbook of Human Capital (pp. 186-217). Oxford Oxford 
University Press. 
 
 
About the professors:  

 

 
Prof. Max Boisot is a Visiting Professor at ESADE and visiting scholar at the 
Snider Center for Entrepreneurial Research, The Wharton School, University of 
Pennsylvania. Between 1984 and 1989 he was dean and director of the China-
Europe Management Program in Beijing. This has since evolved into the China-
Europe International Business School (CEIBS) in Shanghai. Max Boisot has 
published in Academy of Management Review, Administrative Science 
Quarterly, Organization Science, Research Policy, The Journal of Evolutionary 
Economics. His most recent book, Knowledge Assets: Securing Competitive 
Advantage in the Information Economy (Oxford University Press, 1998) was 
awarded the Ansoff Prize for the best book on strategy in 2000. 
 
 

 
 

 

Prof. JC Spender is a Visiting Professor at ESADE and a world-renowned 
strategist and knowledge management expert. He has worked as a nuclear 
submarine engineer with Rolls-Royce & Associates, was a sales manager for 
IBM (UK), a consultant with Decision Technology International (Boston), and 
a merchant banker with Slater-Walker Securities. He has served as faculty to 
City University (London), York University (Toronto), and UCLA. Dr. Spender 
also acted as Chair of Small Business and Entrepreneurship at Rutgers and 
was Dean of the School of Management and Technology at SUNY/FIT. Dr. 
Spender has published extensively, and consults and lectures in both the 
United States and Europe. 
 

 
 
About ESADE: 
 
More information about ESADE PhD in Management Sciences programe   
http://www.esade.edu/web/esp/programs/research-programmes/phd 
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