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Abstract: 
 

Within the literature on organizational goals, profitability is often considered as the focal element 

that drives decision-making and firm behavior. However, this is contextualized in an environment 

that is fairly stable, and where source of dynamism in the environment arises mainly from 

competitive behavior of other firms. Interestingly, observations show that in environments that 

have other stress sources, e.g. natural or man-made disasters, profit- oriented firms evolve their 

goals from profit-seeking to service-driven in order to help their clients bounce back from the 

stress. For example, certain organizations like telecommunications firm, as well as a banking 

firm, described their respective goals during Typhoon Haiyan as servicing ‘more than the 

technical function, but also the social function.” This paper thus aims to expound on this 

phenomenon of seemingly evolving goals depending on stress certain for specific profit-driven 

firms. Particular attention is directed to reviewing the existing literature on goal-formulation in 

stressful environments. The discussion of the literature review is followed by a synthesis, as well 

as insights for a suitable research design to fully develop the paper. Initial description of target 

cases is also provided. 

 

1. Introduction 

Within the literature on organizational goals, profitability is often considered as the focal element 

that drives decision-making and firm behavior. However, this is contextualized in an environment 

that is fairly stable, and where the source of dynamism in the environment is modeled from 

competitive behavior of other firms. These days, firms manage uncertainty and complexity, due 

in part to interdependent stakes arising from inter- and intra-firm integration (CITE), as well as 

to inherent threats posed by external environments, examples of which include crises that arise 

from natural, man-made, systemic or technological agents. Spender (2014, p. 9) asserts that 

managers are faced with dynamic contexts, which cannot be mapped with accuracy. On that note, 

managers strategize around an inherently uncertain environment, whose actions gravitate towards 

achieving goals that are ‘changeable’. Spender (2014, p. 20) argues that ‘the strategic capability 

to reach towards a desirable goal is matched and balanced by the ability to turn away from a less 

desirable objective’. Goals are thus shaped by the changing contexts of organizations – and where 

goals are changeable, so are the variables used to tangibly measure whether a goal has been 

achieved or not, i.e. performance. 

Performance is inherently tied with the concept of goals because it is used as a measurable gauge 

for successful outcomes relative to the goals, i.e. ‘the aspiration level’ set by the organization. 

Thus it is often the case that organizational success or failures are perceived according to varying 
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measures of performance. Indeed, if goals are considered changeable according to dynamic 

contexts, the basis for measuring performance should also be dynamic. This paper aims to review 

the current literature on the goal approach to performance among organizations that operate in 

turbulent environments. 

Of the varying approaches to defining organizational performance, the goal-and-performance 

congruence is reminiscent of the goal approach described by Etzioni (1964), in which the 

attainment of the goal is considered to be the basis for objectifying performance (Dess & 

Robinson Jr., 1984; Price, 1972). However, this approach was challenged by another approach, 

i.e. the systems resource approach, which highlights the key internal and external factors upon 

which the organization relies for survival (Dess & Robinson Jr., 1984; Price, 1972). Whereas the 

first approach defines performance according to the goals intended by the organization, the 

second approach defines performance according to the management of the resources that are 

requisite to the organization’s survival. The present-day organization, however, finds itself in the 

middle of these two approaches: not only must its  actions gravitate towards achieving their goals, 

but also to manage the resources that are crucial to its organizational continuity. As Spender 

(2014) asserts, ‘strategy presupposes a goal freely chosen, and strategic analysis often aims to 

achieve or improve performance  measured against the said goal – which may not be known 

precisely but must be known enough to provide a sense of direction, to discriminate between the 

options that we see’ (Spender,  2014). 

To this end, this paper aims to synthesize the scholarly work around goals in changing contexts, 

and consequently propose a research agenda that inquires the following: (a) how do goals evolve, 

what are the antecedents to changing goals, (b) who decides when the goals change and how the 

goals should change, and (c) how is performance conceptualized in constantly changing contexts, 

which in turn cause goals to change? 

With those questions in mind, the following sections will review the related literature on goals 

and performance in changing contexts, and conclude with a more concrete proposed research 

agenda and research approach in a specific application area, i.e. crisis management. 

 

2. Review of Related Literature: Goals, Performance, and Organizations in Changing 

Contexts 

The literature on organizational goals has a general consensus on characterizing it as the ‘aspiration 

level’ on a measurable organizational outcome. However, scholars have differing takes in three 

aspects: first, on how goals are set (Bourgeois, 1985); second, on the importance of distinguishing 

different types of goals (Perrow, 1961); and third, on how goals relate to performance measures in 

changing environments (Price, 1972). 

Bourgeois (1985) sought a middle ground between two different research traditions, 

organizational theory and strategic management, arguing that while both disciplines are aligned 

in their perception of environmental attributes of change, goal orientation, complexity, and 

uncertainty, neither of them have examined these attributes simultaneously. On the one hand, 

organization theory tends to study organizational goals on the basis of the internal functions of 

the organization, including structure, decision-making styles, and goal orientations (Bourgeois, 

1985). Meanwhile, strategic management centers its discussion on the external market conditions 

that shape the types of capabilities and resources that organizations should acquire as a means to 

cope with the environment, albeit often bypassing the human processes that produce those 

strategies (Bourgeois, 1985). One of the key findings of the empirical study drew on the 

interactive process of strategy making in relation to goals and performance. Specifically, the more 
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heterogeneous the goal orientation of the managers is in uncertain environments, the more 

effective their performance becomes. Under normal circumstances, it is expected that managers 

who gravitate towards achieving a common goal end up with better economic performance. 

However, Bourgeois (1985) found that in uncertain environments, managers tend to act based on 

how uncertain they perceive their context is, thus resulting in various goal orientations which do 

not necessarily align with other managers. This then creates a precedent for interaction among 

the different key players within the organization who work around their perceptions to come up 

with altering goal and strategies, ultimately leading to better economic performance. Bourgeois 

(1985) ultimately argues that divergence of goal orientation leading to better economic 

performance is rooted on the fact that environmental uncertainty cannot always be measured with 

accuracy, hence top management has to rely on approximation of environmental uncertainty 

based on their perceptions, which then lead to interactive process of goal and strategy setting. 

Goals thus ensue from an interactive process that stem from varying perceptions of top 

management in relation to environmental uncertainty. 

Another perspective put forth regarding organizational goals is that of Perrow’s (1961), who 

argued that organizational goals are crucial in understanding firm behavior, yet have received 

little scholarly attention due to an over-rationalistic perspective of firms where effective ordering 

of resources and personnel is considered key to firm behavior and performance. He asserts that 

there is a tendency to sideline the concept of goal as that which is a ‘static feature of organizational 

life’, which is an over-simplification. He argues further that a distinction between ‘official’ and 

‘operative’ goals be made in order to deeply understand the intricacies that underlie firm behavior. 

‘Official’ goals are said to be purposely vague and general, and do not take into account two 

important factors that influence firm behavior: decision-making related to the prioritization of 

multiplicity of goals and alternative ways in implementing official goals, as well as the tendency 

to pursue unofficial goals within the organization (Perrow, 1961). ‘Operative’ goals, meanwhile, 

encompass the target outcomes of the organization based on its actual operating policies, through 

which scholars are able to see exactly what the organization is doing and how organizations are 

behaving. Perrow (1961) drew on the experience of complex organizations, i.e. those which have 

tight interdependencies (or ‘tightly coupled’) both intra- and inter-organizations. In such 

organizations, the choice of enacting on specific operative goals rests on the prevailing and 

dominating stakeholder within the organization. Organizations, for example, are composed of 

different stakeholders including the professionals (i.e. the skilled group) employed by the 

organization, the trustees, and the administrative members, among others. The choice of 

actualizing an operative goal is contingent upon the group that dominates the organization. 

The conversation on the process of goal setting and the ability to distinguish different types  of 

goals are complementary in their emphasis on the interactive nature of goal-setting. Meanwhile, 

performance measures are conceptualized according to varying perspectives. Dess & Robinson 

Jr. (1984) summarized these approaches: on the one hand, a ‘goal approach’ measures 

performance according to the ability of the organization to meet their goal, on the other hand, the 

‘systems resource approach’ measures performance according to how crucial resources necessary 

for an organization’s survival are managed. These two, however, should not be isolated from one 

another because performance in changing contexts does not merely rely on how goals evolve, but 

also how crucial resources are managed relative to the changed goals. 

A scenario where goals are changing can involve organizations that operate in crisis 

environments. In such environments, organizations that are normally profit-oriented and revenue-

generating may have to reset their goals in order to ensure business continuity. For example, a 
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power distributor might, under normal circumstances, purport steady revenue collection through 

ensured and efficient power distribution as its official goal. However, in the event of an external 

stressor, e.g. natural or man-made calamity, its goal can evolve from a more technical function 

of power distribution to a more social function of helping its stakeholders bounce back from the 

calamity in order to revert to normal business. In this scenario, not only do goals change, but the 

way in which performance is measured should be matched against how the goal evolved based 

on what resource was available at that time. It is possible that the performance output in a stressful 

environment is not the best output that the organization aspired for under normal circumstances, 

but that would have sufficed in the changed context. 

There is an intersection upon which changed goals in changed contexts meet with performance, 

where the latter can become an abstracted concept. This paper seeks to investigate empirically 

how performance measures against goals where the goals evolve according to changing contexts. 

Specifically, this paper seeks to develop the following inquiry in a full paper: how do changing 

goals shape the way that organizational performance is conceptualized as a result of changing 

contexts? This inquiry entails a deeper understanding of the process of goal-setting, the 

antecedents to the evolution of goals in changed contexts, and the characterization of the actors 

that are involved in changing the goals, and consequently, how performance figures in the 

changed context. 

 

3. Proposed Research Design: Qualitative Constructivist Research Strategy 

The envisioned scenario that will be explored for the purpose of developing a full paper is that of 

organizations operating in crisis environments. Crisis environments are described as a ‘mess’ 

with complex systems  of  interrelated  problems  that  affect  a  multitude  of actors (Dayton et 

al., 2004). Specifically, organizations which are critical in restoring the normalcy of a society 

work in environments characterized by high turbulence, bringing about high levels of uncertainty 

and complexity. 

Performance outcomes are important indicators for organizations and are varied depending on 

the context. In crisis contexts, performance outcomes of critical organizations such as response 

organizations, utility organizations, and other related organizations are hinged not only on 

material variables (e.g. financial gains vs losses) but also on non-material variables (e.g. 

morbidity, life, etc.). Oftentimes, these are organizations that have zero-to-minimal incentives to 

fail. 

The empirical study thus targets organizations that are critical to restoring normal functions of a 

society after a crisis. Examples of critical organizations include basic utilities group, including 

but not limited to, power distribution, water distribution, telecommunications, banking industry, 

and hospitals. 

The conceptualization of goals and performance in the said contexts will be explored through in-

depth interviews of key actors that set the direction for the organization in crisis environments. 

Oftentimes these people are represented in top management. 

The analytical strategy that will be employed is a grounded theory approach, with focus on the 

core concepts that will emerge regarding the way that performance and organizational goals are 

perceived by the informants of the study. 

4. Way Forward: Developing the Research Brief into a Full Paper 

The main objective of this paper is to surface a line of inquiry regarding goals and performance 

in changing contexts. This provides a timely discussion for the current context that organizations 

face. Further, it can render key insights on further conceptualizing goals and performance among 
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organizations that operate in inherently changing contexts. 

However, the paper in its current version is not without limitations in that the literature review 

can still benefit from a more thorough review of the research streams. It instead focused on the 

key authors that purported scholarly conversation on the theorization of goal setting as an 

interactive process. Moving forward as this research brief is developed into a full paper, a more 

thorough literature review will be undertaken, including theoretical and empirical grounding of 

performance and goal setting in changing contexts. 

This also entails that the research agenda that has been surfaced in this paper sets a general 

direction for this research and helps shape a more specific research question that can be 

operationalized in an empirical study. Finally, further specifying the conceptual grounding of 

‘changing contexts’, and consequently of ‘crisis environments’ as an example thereof, needs to 

further work. 
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