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When Charles Darwin and Alfred Russel Wallace independently formulated the theory of natural selection, the story goes, their breakthrough moments came while reading Malthus' An Essay on the Principle of Population (1798).  Malthus asserts that if more of any species were born than could possibly survive, the survivors would be better adapted to their environment.  

Now fast forward two centuries to the year 2000: 210 Internet companies fold, and 910 mergers and acquisitions of Internet companies take place the same year, according to a study published by webmergers.com.  This phenomenon may provide some evidence that the surviving Internet companies are better adapted to their environment, and that the theory of natural selection may also apply to organizations.  Howard Aldrich, Professor of Sociology at the University of North Carolina lays out this argument in his new and important book, Organizations Evolving.

His book targets organizational scholars -- it is a rich and comprehensive source of the applications of evolutionary theory to the multi-paradigmatic field of organization studies -- but also offers relevance to practicing managers.  Aldrich uses evolutionary theory as an overarching framework to explain how organizations and environments change over time.  Managers can benefit from Organizations Evolving with a new perspective on their organizations and the environment in which they operate.  

In Aldrich's framework, there are four generic processes that are necessary and sufficient for evolution to take place:

· First, variation from current routines and competencies or organizational forms must occur.  This can result from intentional attempts to generate alternatives and seek solutions to problems, including for example, planned experiments and probes into the future, or from blind variations generated by surprises, mistakes and idle curiosity.  

· Second, these variations must be subject to selective differential elimination.  This could arise from market forces, competitive pressures or within-organization selection forces.  These forces could often conflict and lead to problems, such as a mismatch between market forces and internal selection criteria.  Aldrich cites the example of Facit AB, a Swedish company that manufactured and sold business machines and office furnishings.  In an era when the market was moving from mechanical to electronic calculators, Facit AB management mistakenly continued to promote and reward engineers who were proficient at designing mechanical calculators.  

· Third, the positively selected variations must be retained, preserved, duplicated or otherwise reproduced; otherwise there is no organizational continuity or memory.  Valuable variations are lost if there are no retention mechanisms operating.  

· Finally, all entities are subject to the Malthusian struggle for scarce resources.  These four processes operate simultaneously within all social units (industries, organizations, and organizational competencies) and across all levels of analysis (groups, organizations, populations and communities).

Aldrich argues that understanding historical evolution of organizations relies on examining their emergence.  Most research, he asserts, is focused on the less than 20,000 publicly traded corporations, which account for less than one-half of one percent of all organizations using a corporate form.  By focusing on the oldest and largest organizations we "miss the process by which organizations aged, evolved through periods when competitors were eliminated, and developed the distinctive differences that made them more hardy than their peers."  The current environment of Internet start-ups would seem a natural laboratory for testing these ideas.

Indeed, one of the strengths of this book is the liberal sprinkling of examples drawn from the Internet and e-commerce industry.  To cite one case, Aldrich argues that before an organization can succeed a foundation must emerge from the actions of many different organizations, institutions and governmental bodies. This foundation is followed by a lag before the commercial opportunities are exploited.  For example, the commercial community surrounding the World Wide Web consisted of browser developers, hardware firms, telecommunications firms, access providers, usage promoters, commercial users, government agencies, and many alliances and consortia.  They appeared in the 1990s, many years after the foundation was established.  The introduction of Mosaic software in 1993 was one trigger for emergence of the commercial community, but many previous events set the stage for Mosaic.  

Aldrich describes Mosaic technology as "itself an innovation that improved upon the earliest Web browser created by CERN scientists in Switzerland as a more sophisticated means for getting information from the Internet.  Because these early efforts occurred in a mutualistic environment of open sharing and standard setting, many individuals contributed to the early enhancements of the Mosaic technology."  Perhaps in the future, the length of the lag between a foundation emerging and commercial exploitation will decrease as the World Wide Web "increase(s) the amount of information available to nascent entrepreneurs who are diligent in their search for new opportunities." 

Viewing organizations through the lens of evolutionary theory helps both scholar and manager.  For the scholar, the theory is a general process encompassing many other theoretical perspectives and raises interesting questions and propositions.  For the manager, it helps tie the past to the present: current practices and structures that were previously adaptive may no longer survive in today's environment.  Alternatively, practices and forms that offered no survival advantage in the past, but nevertheless persisted because they were not previously selected out, may lead to a future shifts in organizational fitness.  

This evolutionary process shows no sign of abating in today's fast paced environment; if anything, it should become even more relevant to managers and researchers.  In the competitive struggle for the attention of students of organizations, the Darwinian concept outlined in Organizations Evolving is a variation that deserves to be selected and retained.

