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ABSTRACT 

The main task of scholars is to help good ideas forged by their 
predecessors.find a nell' 1(/'e in the imaginations of their sllccessors. In this 
essay, 11·e consider some aspects of" this process.fi·om ollr experience ll"ith 
garbage can ideas of orga11i::atio11al decision making. We record ollr 
memories of initial encounters 111ith them, impressions <~/" their Cll/Tent 
condition, and some thoughts on convolutions they may experience in the 
years ahead. 

INTRODUCTION 

The papers collected in this volume suggest that garbage can ideas endure in 
organizations research after 40 years. We are both somewhat surprised and 
certainly pleased by the endurance. As is the case with ideas generally, these 
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ideas endure, perhaps, because they approximate so1i1e realities; perhaps, 
because they are easily transformed into congenial forms; perhaps, because 
scholarly citation can produce "frozen accidents." 

In any event, they seem to us lo be interesting ideas, perhaps interesting 
enough to record a few commentaries on their birth, their reproduction, and 
their prospects. We are reasonably confident about the first, have some 
thoughts about the second, and suspect the third should be left mostly to the 
next generation. Our contribution here is not intended to be comprehensive 
or to overcome the uncertainties of both history and forecasting . In accord 
with the original paper, it may even be a little playful. 

THE "BIRTH" OF A GARBAGE CAN MODEL 

Any search for true beginnings is likely to end in infinite regress. No useful 
idea has a sharp beginning, for each beginning has an antecedent. Garbage 
can ideas are like that. A suitably diligent scholar can find them in any 
number of prior writers, or in memories of childhood. They have many 
ancestors and caretakers, but no parents. Certainly not us. 

If we focus on one modern version of garbage can ideas found in the 
article published in 1972 (Cohen, March, & Olsen, 1972), then we can testify 
to some features of the process of their reincarnation at that moment. It is 
testimony that suffers from the usual ailments of recollection and might well 
be different in some details if only one of us were to provide it, but it is 
uncomplicated and transparent enough that it may be relatively accurate. 

In the beginning, there was a higher educational "greenfield," the new 
University of California, Irvine, and its School of Social Sciences to which, 
in 1968-1969, we three were attached, along with a community of young 
social scientists who were committed to interdisciplinarity, close observation 
of social institutions, the development of theoretical ideas about them, and 
the use of modern tools of formal modeling ( Lave & March, 1975). 

The commitments were thoroughly conventional at the time, reflecting the 
dominant themes of post-war social science; but they were about to become 
less dominant as a new generation emerged, creating shock waves of student 
protest in the late I 960s and early 1970s. Those forces engendered, on the 
one hand, a challenge to positivistic science from the post-modern urgencies 
of social construction and critical theory, and, on the somewhat paradoxical 
other hand , an enthusiasm for the individual self that ultimately propelled 
the economics of self-interest to the forefront of social thought. 
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The setting was a vigorous social science community super-imposed on 
an academic world stirred by sentiments of revolt expressed in demonstra
tions, drugs, clothes, sexuality, hair styles, and exhilarated frustration. That 
world was somewhat, but not thoroughly, Marxist. Somewhat, but not 
thoroughly, "organic." Somewhat, but not thoroughly, Maoist. Somewhat, 
but not thoroughly, Buddhist. And rather American: populist, splintered, 
and subordinated on the weekend to football, or the beach. 

The three of us were at Irvine in different guises. Cohen was a doctoral 
student focusing on social theory and modeling using mathematics and com
puters. March was a professor and dean. Olsen was a visitor from Norway 
where he was a doctoral student in political science and public administration. 
In addition, the primary group included S0ren Christensen, a visitor from 
Denmark on leave from the faculty of Handelshojskolen in Copenhagen. 

Our little group was a dull corner of the I 960s uproar. We tried to do 
research . Olsen undertook to study the choice of a dean at an unnamed 
university. Christensen began to think about understanding the operation of 
a Danish free school. Cohen and March began a study of American college 
presidents under the aegis of Clark Kerr's massive investigation of 
American higher education sponsored by the Carnegie Commission on 
Higher Education. 

At this point, each of us was engaged primarily in gathering data. Cohen 
and March were simultaneously trying to interview a sample of college 
presidents and to analyze data on college president tenure in office. Olsen 
was engaged in trying to interview everyone who might have knowledge 
about the choice of a dean. Christensen was trying to assemble data on the 
free school. 

Somewhere out of the conversations that we had on frequent informal 
occasions, amidst introducing Scandinavian visitors to the American cuisine 
of McDonalds, came an assortment of generalizations that seemed 
ultimately interconnected . We realized that the educational institutions that 
we studied were typified by goals that were both ambiguous and in dispute. 
Only occasionally and with great difficully and considerable hesitation 
could a course of action be derived from a single goal. Educational 
institutions were conflict systems in which different participants pursued 
different goals. Partly because of that, official goals were expressed in terms 
that provided little concrete guidance in a specific case. 

At the same time, educational organizations seem to function within an 
unclear technology. People knew and believed some things about the causal 
system underlying education, but those beliefs were not precise enough or 
shared enough to make decisions easy. 



22 MICHAEL D. COHEN ET AL. 

We were struck by the extent to which outcomes depended on who was 
involved in a decision, and involvement depended heavily on the mix of 
claims on attention that were current. Organizations were managed by busy 
people with numerous claims on their time. And we noticed that these traits, 
though especially clear in education, could be seen in other spheres as well. 

So, we set out to consider some ideas about organizational decision 
making in what we called "organized anarchies": where attention is a scarce 
resource that, when devoted to one thing, cannot be devoted to another; 
where there are multiple decision arenas that "compete" for problems, 
solutions and decision maker time; where problems and solutions arrive at 
times exogenously determined and are linked partly by their simultaneous 
arrivals. 

The label "garbage can" entered the discussion as a handy simile while 
we discussed observations we had all made repeatedly, that somewhat 
bizarre combinations of issues were often found to be at stake in actual 
organizational choices. We didn't expect the shorthand label for the ideas 
to last, but it stuck, and stimulated a cascade of interpretations. 

As it has turned out, the unusual name has performed a useful role. It 
seems to help each new reader who comes to the ideas to take them in the 
playfully serious spirit we hope they deserve. It asks a lot of a modern social 
scientist - indeed of any person with a post-War education - to give up a 
tidy world in which problems imply solutions over which participants 
exercise choice, and to replace it with a world in which participants, 
problems, choices, and solutions each have the capacity to connect to any of 
the others. An attitude of playful seriousness can ease the transition to a 
view that is more temporally contingent and less powerfully intentional, but 
often comes closer to matching the realities or organizational life. 

The ideas and the models built on them did not arrive full-blown. They 
evolved over multiple intervals or work. When, in 1970, March decided to 
leave Irvine and move to Stanford, he simultaneously decided to accept 
invitations from Olsen and Christensen to visit Bergen and Copenhagen 
over the 1970-1971 academic year. Cohen was able to come as well, as was 
James R. Glenn, Jr., a Stanford doctoral student who offered to help. 

The problem of inferring the joint consequences of relaxing multiple 
major assumptions defied closed-form modeling approaches. It seemed to 
call for simulation, a technique that had entered organization theory in 
work done by Herbert Simon, Richard Cyert, and their colleagues at 
Carnegie Mellon. But the hope was that if the simulation was kept extremely 
simple and abstract, by foregoing realistic details, readers could easily 
apprehend its workings and more readily extend or modify it. Sketches of 
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the simulation began at Irvine, and the computations were finished in 
Norway. 

A two-week conference at Hemsedal, in Norway's mountains, and a 
subsequent shorter workshop at Stord, on its coast, featured a series of 
studies done by doctoral students in Norway and Denmark. These sessions 
cemented professional and personal links and pushed the ideas further, 
resulting in a book (March and Olsen's Amhiguity and Choice in 
Organi::.ations, published in 1976 and still in print!). 

The 1972 paper was mostly written in Norway in I 970. In addition to the 
Ambiguity and Choice book, the ideas heavily influenced a series of 
subsequent papers and two books involving us. The first, by Cohen and 
March (Leadership and Ambiguity), focused on university decision making 
and college presidents. It was published in 1974 with a second edition in 
1986. The second, edited by March and Roger Weissinger-Baylon 
(Ambiguity and Co111111mu[), focused on military decision making and was 
published in 1986. 

Garbage can ideas were originally presented as <111 aspect or organizational 
decision making. The paper presented "A ... model." not "The ... model," 
and was an attempt to enlarge rather than to replace other interpretations 
of organizational life. This view reflects two observations on organizations 
in modern Western societies. Organizations are relatively enduring struc
tures that do provide some control and accomplish some purposes. And 
organizational life often makes meaning and generates action through 
temporal orderings that can defy understanding, purpose, or control. Thus 
there is room for the components of human agency, but it is both bounded 
and contextually variable. 

A CHILD OF THE ENLIGHTENMENT 

The ideas about rational choice and problem-solving that are relaxed in the 
garbage can model are firmly embedded in a wider modern Western culture. 
They are foundational in theories of free markets and democratic self
government and more generally in the ethos of the Enlightenment with its 
belief in human agency and the ability to solve problems, improve human 
conditions, and create progress through human purpose, understanding, 
and control. We are all children of the Enlightenment. 

In Western culture - and its academic literatures - formal organizations 
are seen as embodying these commitments to order, rationality, control 
and predictability (Weber, 1978). They have defined missions, mandates, 



24 MICHAEL D. COHEN ET AL. 

normative standards, goals, and demands for productivity, effectiveness, 
and efficiency. Organizations involve relatively long-lasting, formalized struc
tures that provide premises for action by controlling patterns of attention, 
information, authority. responsibility, resources, and access. Economic, 
political, and social systems are built on repertoires of socially validated and 
recognizable organizational forms, technologies and understandings, and 
prescribed behavioral logics. Typically, hierarchical relations are assumed, 
enabling superiors to tell subordinates what to do (within specified 
jurisdictions, pacts. and contracts) and to arrange and re-arrange structural 
relations. 

It is against the backdrop of these Enlightenment cultural commitments 
that garbage can ideas have been perceived as illuminating, surprising, or, 
occasionally, normatively unacceptable. Among those who have found 
garbage can ideas stimulating as descriptions of the reality of contemporary 
choice, we might distinguish three groups by their use of garbage can ideas: 
(I) as a source of new insight and as helpful in understanding the messy 
world of observable organizational decision making, (2) as an invitation 
lo purposeful adaptations to a garbage can world, or (3) as an invitation lo 
re-assert control, to reduce or eliminate garbage can processes and temporal 
orderings through deliberate organizational design, and thereby to restore 
an intentional, consequential, controlled, and predictable order. 

The first group, emphasizing 1111dersta11di11g, took an interest in the ideas 
because they ordered and made sense of empirical observations of how 
decisions are actually made and how formal organizations work in practice. 
These were observations that were unexpected and could not be compre
hended and explained by conventional theoretical notions. To give just a 
few examples: Cooper and Wolf ( 1981) suggested surprising additional 
functions of accounting systems; Kingdon (2011) illuminated policy enact
ment processes in legislatures; and Nowak (20 I 0) was able to explain 
disparate impacts of apparently equivalent judicial rulings. 

The second group, assuming both understanding and purpose. took an 
interest in how organizational actors can act intelligently in garbage can 
worlds. Actors were assumed lo be able to pursue purpose and intelligence 
in an apparently disorderly world if they were made conscious of garbage 
can processes and temporal orders, such as the arrival and departure limes 
of problems. solutions. participants, and choice opportunities via streams 
that might be independent and exogenous. Elements of purpose and under
standing were reintroduced in these approaches, but control was assumed lo 
be limited. There was room for rational adaptation, but it was not in the 
powers of organizational actors to eliminate garbage can processes. Some 
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even saw garbage can processes as normatively attractive. Again, examples 
might be: Cohen's (1986) analysis of when risky policy fluctuations under 
loose coupling might be worth their costs; or Miner's ( 1990) exposition of 
unplanned organizational learning through job idiosyncrasies. 

The third group reintroduced all of the elements of the Enlightenment 
vi!>ion - human 1111dersw11di11g, purpose, and control. Rather than adapting lo 
garbage can worlds, organizational actors were assumed to be able lo reduce 
or eliminate such processes. It was accepted that garbage can ideas described 
the realities of organizational life. But these scholars and practitioners saw 
the realities as normatively unacceptable. Garbage can processes were 
perceived as pathological and irrational. Such a world had to be changed. 
Reform was necessary, possible, and desirable. The temporal nature of 
garbage can processes with their perceived disorder and chaos could be 
reduced or eliminated by reforming organizations in order to make them 
conform better to the normative ideas of a culture giving primacy to human 
agency and purpose. Design and reorganization were assumed to make it 
possible to restore and maintain order, rationality. control, predictability, 
adaptation, and progress. Some examples might be: the emphasis on 
adaptation and learning to overcome garbage can deficiencies suggested by 
Argyris (1976) or by Lin and Carley (2003); or the account of garbage can 
effects as epiphenomena of bounded rationality by Bender, Moe, and Shotts 
(200 I). 

Fundamental questions in Western societies have long turned on the 
conditions under which intentional or consequential order or effective 
authority are possible, on the intentional design and reform of institutional 
structures, and on the limits of such interventions. In recent decades, our 
views on these questions have been relatively sanguine. If we contemporary 
decision makers and students of organization were not children of the 
Enlightenment, we might have been less surprised by the observations of 
garbage can processes and temporal orderings. We might also have been 
more surprised to encounter the belief that garbage can features can be 
willfully eliminated from organizational life. 

THE PROGENY OF GARBAGE CAN IDEAS 

Just as ideas have ancestors, but not parents, so also can they be ancestors, 
but not parents. Ideas are more like family names than genotypes. A large 
number of studies have made good use of the name "garbage can," rather in 
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the way that a number of iron craftsmen took the name "Smith." And for 
similar reasons. Ideas are tools that can be put to multiple uses, many or 
which are not imagined by their earlier users. The garbage can metaphor has 
proven to be evocatively ambiguous. 

The garbage can paper's ideas, like other ideas and theories, have been 
conceived, written, received, interpreted, and responded to in a cultural 
context of normative and causal beliefs that enjoy strong social validation . 
The ideas relaxed some firmly held assumptions in dominant theories of 
rational choice and problem-solving. The paper extended earlier relaxations, 
such as bounded rationality and conflicting goals within organizations, 
adding the notions or ambiguous preferences, unclear causal understanding, 
fluid participation, and the varying accessibility of decisions. 

The extensions imply a temporal understanding of events, in contrast 
with an intentional or consequential one. The framing of decisions may be to 
a considerable extent determined by temporally unfolding processes of 
participation and attention. Organizations might not be, as our culture 
inclines us to think, primarily tools for substantive, rational problem-solving. 
The extensions imply that, often, problems may not be resolved by decisions. 
They might flee to new choices, or simply be overlooked. The perspective 
is one in which the rituals of choice are seen to exercise problems, solutions, 
and decision makers in ways that satisfy expectations of human intention
ality, understanding, and control without reliably generating solutions of 
substantive problems. 

In a garbage can perspective, structures can also be understood differ
ently. Open, specialized, or hierarchical patterns can be seen to enable the 
colliding or separating of problems, solutions, participants, and choice 
opportunities differentially. In sum, traditionally assumed willful choice is 
enlarged to include elements of co-incidence and uncontrolled fluctuation , 
as mediated through fairly enduring structural features of the organizational 
context. 

Since we believe that an idea is mostly defined by the uses found for it, we 
cannot in good conscience suggest a simple intellectual development that 
neatly arrays the many interesting contributions in this volume not to 
mention other publications over the preceding decades. In part, this 
restraint reflects the fact that we have previously tried to do something like 
that (Cohen, March, & Olsen, 2007; Olsen, 2001 ); but it stems even more 
from a realization that ideas are incorrigible progeny with endless trans
formative capabilities to annoy and delight their previous authors. The 
persistence and richness of subsequent uses, as illustrated in Fig. 1, has 
certainly brought us both surprise and pleasure. 
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Fig. I. Citation Frequency of 1972 Article, 1972 2011. Source: Web or Science as or 
February 2. 2012. 

Garbage can ideas have been interpreted and understood in the context 
of their Enlightenment heritage, emphasizing improvement and progress 
through a logic of intentionality and consequentiality: willful choice, rational 
problem-solving, planning and forecasting, experiential learning and adapta
tion, and human power and control. Such ideas are an important part not only 
of modern Western culture, but also of the literature on organizational 
decision making, which has long celebrated orderly, intentional tools of 
human control. 

There are, however, other strands of Western culture relevant for the 
interpretation of garbage can ideas and observations, suggesting alternative 
interpretations, less surprise, and making more feasible assumptions about 
the role of human agency and formal organizations in human history. The 
goddess Fortuna, chance, and apparently random events certainly have a 
central place in Western mythology, fiction, and philosophy. So have ideas 
about Destiny, fate and the inevitable. There are great stories about human 
struggle aimed at emancipation from divine will, law-like structures and 
processes, predetermined positions and life-chances, and the unpredictable 
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vagaries of chance. Garbage can ideas were naturally,"and to some extent 
misleadingly, consigned to these traditions of the struggle for order and 
orderly change in a capricious and chaotic world. To many, "garbage can 
processes·· became a catch-all expression for disorder. 

The interpretations, both those that stemmed from ideas of rationality 
and those that stemmed from ideas of chaos, were understandable and 
useful; but they somewhat transformed the spirit of the original ideas. A 
central notion of the original paper was not that the world was inexplicably 
chaotic but that the appearance of chaos came from the application of an 
erroneous model to an orderly temporal reality. The garbage can, in those 
terms, portrays an orderly world, but one that achieves order in a way 
different from that glorified by the Enlightenment. It shares the enthusiasm 
of the Enlightenment for systematic scientific understanding of the puzzles 
or human existence, but not its emphasis on rationality as the fundamental 
organizing principle of that existence. 

It was within this spirit that garbage can ideas have been vehicles for a 
return to some old issues and dilemmas in the study of organizational 
decision making: exploring the possibilities and limitations of boundedly 
rational actors; formal organizations as collections of rules, routines and 
standard operating procedures and as political conflict systems; and change 
driven by attempts of deliberate design, adaptation, and "organic" and co
evolving historical processes. These are issues that took contemporary form 
in work that has become associated with ideas formulated by Cyert, March, 
and Simon at the Carnegie Institute or Technology in the 1950s, but they 
can be seen to have long pre-Enlightenment pedigrees, stretching back to 
thinkers like Plato, Machiavelli, and lbn Khaldun. 

Attention has been given to alternative behavioral logics in formal 
organizations, treating strategic decision making and rational choice driven 
by incentives as only one among several logics. seen as more or less common 
and legitimate in different institutional settings (March & Olsen, 1998, 
2006). The studies have explored the possibilities and limitations of the 
pursuit of intelligence and learning from experience in the context of 
organizational decision making (Cohen & Sproull, 1996; March, 1999, 
20 I 0), as well as how such processes provide occasion for developing 
identities prescribing different and competing behavioral logics (March & 
Olsen, 1989. 1998). 

Rather naturally in a period in which much of the study or organizational 
decision making has migrated to business schools with their commitment to 
economic rationality, explorations in organizations (March, 2008) following 
the garbage can tradition have often been linked to political institutions and 
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new institutional formations at the regional and international levels. The 
tradition has been a part of exploring the organizational basis of politics and 
the organizing role of institutions in general (March & Olsen. 1989) and the 
ups and downs of bureaucratic organization in particular (Olsen, 2008. 20 I 0). 

A focus on temporal orders has also reactivated an interest in how 
organizational arrangements achieve and lose structure. in how the 
maintenance of continuity and the quest for change are to be balanced, in 
the role of deliberate design and reform in peaceful and orderly change, and 
in assumptions of historical inefficiency as an alternative to assuming easy 
and costless equilibria. Under what conditions can authority, common rules, 
practices, understandings. stable ties of identification and loyalty. definitions 
of expertise and shared resources develop out of organized anarchies? And 
what stabilizes or changes such organized arrangements (March & Olsen, 
1989; Olsen, 2009)? How do organizations and systems of organizations 
balance exploration of the new and exploitation of what is known (March. 
1991)? 

The amount and character of attention given to human purpose. on the 
one hand, and temporality, on the other, vary over time. The interest in 
temporal orders such as the garbage can is likely to be higher in periods and 
situations of crisis, turmoil, transformation, and reconsideration than in 
more settled periods and situations. From this perspective new outbursts of 
interest in garbage can ideas can perhaps be anticipated on the basis of the 
recognition of an increasingly complex, interconnected, interdependent, and 
dynamic world, populated by evolving and interacting formal organizations 
and formally organized institutions. As the papers in this volume suggest, 
however, bursts of interest stimulate the elaboration of ideas more quickly 
than the convergence to canonical understandings. 
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Transaiber ·.1· Co111111e11ts 

Double parentheses contain the transcriber's description of events, not 
spoken words. Ellipses enclosed in this way indicate talk omitted from a 
given speaking turn . Brackets enclose explanatory notes . 

((urgently)) 
( ( ... ) ) 

(Paris) [i.e. , NATO, of which Turkey was a part] 

MECHANISMS GENERA TING 
CONTEXT-DEPENDENT 
CHOICES 

Jerker Denrell 

ABSTRACT 

The garhage ca11 model sholl'ed tl,at 1rl,at appears to be irratio11al a11d 
unpredictable cl,oices can be explained by processes tl,at regulate 
attention al/ocatio11 a11d tl,e al'{[ilability of' cl,oice altematiiies. Because 
af/e11tio11 to altematiFes .fluctuates, tl,e model generates co11text
depe11dent cl,oices: evaluations ol altematil'es depend on tl,e mix <f other 
alternatil'es considered. I re-examine tl,e 111eclwnis111s by 1rhich/fuct11ating 
attention ca11 cause context-dependent cl,oices. Using insigl,ts ji-0111 
hehal'ioral decision theory I demonstrate lum adding.fluctuating attention 
to a 11•el/-k11ml'n model of' organi::ational decision making generates 
co11text-depe11dent choices <~l a kind that could not he explained hy a 
111axi111i::i11g process. 

The nature of the choice. the time it takes. and the problem~ it solves all depend on a 
relatively complicated intcrme~hing or the mix or choices available al any one time. the 
mix of problems that have acee~s lo the organization. the mi,- of ~olutions looking for 
problems. and the outside demands on decision makers. 

A111/ng11i1_1· and Clioice III Orga11i:::atio11s (March & Oben. 1976. p. 36) 
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