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Abstract:
Modes of social activity in organizations are frequently described using the terms "formal" and "informal." Behavioral and situational informality entails loose, spontaneous, more casual social intercourse and comportment. Formality, in contrast, designates tighter, more deliberate, impersonal modes of conduct, as well as settings that occasion such conduct. A study outlines a number of specific behavioral and contextual codes of formality and informality and explores how these categories of social activity may be related to organizational effectiveness. Specifically, it explores how behavioral informality may be instrumental in the social construction of innovative, organic work organizations and how formality is implicated in the social construction of bureaucratic, impersonal work organizations. 
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The authors of a Business Week article described their visit to the Microsoft Corporation: They observed "a group of programmers in bathing suits discussing software bugs over a game of volleyball in the hallway" (Rebello & Schwartz, 1992: 60). At Microsoft, the authors had encountered a work scene that was decidedly informal: they reported that such a scene is not uncharacteristic of the climate of work relations at that company. In a parallel vein, an annual report of the Cray Computer company states: "The Cray approach is informal and nonbureaucratic. 'Call, don't write' is the watchword .... People also have fun working at Cray Research. There is laughing in the halls, as well as serious discussion" (Aguilar, 1984: 19). Again, a decidedly informal work climate is observed, at least part of the time, at Cray.

In this article, the term informal, and its accompanying noun informality, refer to social situations or gatherings that are generally characterized by behavioral spontaneity, casualness, and interpersonal familiarity. In contrast, formal and formality refer to situations and social relations that are more regimented, deliberate, and impersonal in nature. On a general level, Goffman differentiated these two types of gatherings using the terms tightness and looseness, that is, "how disciplined the individual is obliged to be in connection with the several ways in which respect for the gathering and its social occasion can be expressed." As an example of a loose, informal scene, Goffman described a park on a summer Saturday afternoon. Here an individual can exhibit reduced situational "presence" by visibly loosening his tie and taking off his shoes, by dozing off, by wearing torn or rumpled clothing, by showing lessened concern about concerning belches ... he can engage intensely in exposed mutual-involvements by quarreling, love-making (to a degree), or shouting to a friend coming up the path.

In contrast, formalistic, or tight behaviors occur in

social situations, such as those occurring during a ceremonial investiture .... scenes in which few, if any, of these situationally unoriented activities are allowed. Here, each person present may be obliged to show constant devotion to the spirit of the occasion. (1963: 198-199)

In an organizational context, were we to observe a group of individuals wearing business suits, sitting upright in chairs, seated perhaps in a symmetrical arrangement around a table, all exhibiting sober facial demeanor and paying concerted attention to the subject matter at hand--such would be characterized as a "tighter," more formal work scene. A "looser" meeting of a group of people--some individuals with their feet on the table, others in various states of postural relaxation, drinking soda out of cans, and engaging in conversation characterized by numerous interruptions, side exchanges, intonational animation, and levity--would likely deserve the label "informal."

Formality and informality, in this sense, are understood as two distinct types of "interaction orders" (Goffman, 1983). The term interaction order refers to the fact that social gatherings, instances of sustained face-to-face interaction, come to be organized. Actors sharing a common situation tend to generate a set of conventions or "rules for co-mingling." Such rules establish how individuals are to conduct themselves by virtue of being in a gathering: they enable actors to coordinate behavior and to share a common state of involvement in a social situation. Formality and informality are understood as two different types of interaction orders because each embodies a distinct set of understandings or conventions about how actors are to orient and conduct themselves. One set dictates looser, more casual modes of behavior and situational involvement, the other tighter, more disciplined modes.

Understood as interaction orders, formality and informality are distinctions commonly invoked by both organizational actors and researchers. Atkinson's research (1982), for instance, indicates that these terms are commonly used by lay actors to describe dimensions of social situations. Schein also used these terms to describe organizations, relating how members of one organization exhibited a distinct informality of dress and manners, in contrast to a more "formal" (1985: 11) organization. However, although the terms are often used as conventional descriptors of social behavior and social situations in organizations, researchers generally have avoided rigorous attempts at construct definition and validation. One goal of this article is to explore these categories of social activity at an analytic level. Specifically, I will enumerate the behavioral and contextual elements that come to define a situation as formal or informal. I will also describe several overarching attributes of formal and informal situations.

This article also suggests how formality and informality may be associated with organizational effectiveness. The terms informal and casual--used in the above sense--are repeatedly invoked by authors (e.g., Kanter, 1983, 1989; Peters & Waterman, 1982) to describe prevailing modes of interaction in innovative companies. The implication is that such modes of interaction are critical to the success of cutting-edge firms. At the opposite pole, there is reason to believe that formalistic interaction patterns are integral to the production of the social order and interpersonal ambiance characteristic of more bureaucratic, regimented organizations. Indeed, Weber's (1947) concept of impersonality, although little explored in prior literature, is akin to notions of behavioral formalism suggested herein. Accordingly, this article will present a model suggesting how formality and informality can play a functional role in different types of organizational settings.

PRIOR USE OF THE TERMS FORMAL AND INFORMAL

The terms formal and informal have been used in alternative senses in previous literature. Formal often refers to organizational structures--rules, regulations, the division of labor, and so on. The "formal organization" is thus classically defined as the system of prescribed rules and work relations that "express what the relations of one person to another are supposed to be" (Rothlesberger & Dickson, 1947: 559). Such a definition is distinctly different from "formal" understood in the sense of cm interaction order. There is, however, some degree of association. For, as I will discuss further, formalistic behavioral mechanisms are sometimes used in the production and accomplishment of role behaviors that, in turn, serve to enact official duties and prescribed routines.

The earliest, and the most prevalent, meaning for the term informal issues from the writings of human relations theorists, for whom properties of the informal organization were counterpoised to the formal organization (e.g., Sayles, 1958; Whyte, 1948). Rothlesberger and Dickson defined "informal organization" as "actually existing patterns of human interaction" (1947: 559). Informal, broadly construed, thus refers to emergent patterns of behavior that are not part of the formal organization. Informal, however, is used rather loosely and in a number of senses by different authors. Dubin (1958: 65-73; 1974) suggested that various uses of the term informal can, in fact, be broken down into two basic senses. One sense refers to ways of performing work that are not outlined in official, formal descriptions. For instance, work-related communication or contact that is not prescribed or scheduled is often described using phrases such as "informal contact" or "informal communication." Alternatively, the term informal is used to denote friendship relations, that is, human relations characterized by interpersonal familiarity and social cohesion. Phrases such as "informal relationship" or "informal social relations" are commonly used in this case. This second sense of the term is reminiscent perhaps of the horseplay and friendship rituals observed by Rothlesberger and Dickson (1947) or of the joking behaviors among workers in Roy's (1960) study of social relations in a machine shop,

Both senses of the term informal, understood as unofficial contact or as social familiarity, can, in fact, be interrelated. For instance, it is certainly plausible to suggest that unofficial contact would more likely occur among friends who share prior affective ties. Conversely, high frequencies of contact would likely give rise to greater interpersonal cohesion and affective ties. Thus, research has shown that frequency of interaction, in and of itself, results in greater social attraction (Zajonc, 1974). More importantly, both senses of the term informal do share some degree of overlap and association with the concept of behavioral informality as developed in this article. These links will become evident as we explore the codes of informality in the next section. The most critical point, however, is that prior authors have not analytically examined either formal or informal purely as forms of interaction, as overarching schemes used to organize and regulate social gatherings. To better understand these categories of social activity and the role they play in organizations, it is important that we give more precise specification to such interaction orders.

SPECIFIC CODES OF FORMALITY AND INFORMALITY

Although understood as broad sets of conventions or rules governing behavior in a social situation, formalistic or informalistic interaction orders also may be specified relative to discrete behavioral codes, as well as physical codes that accompany, or serve to evoke, such behavior. A number of these codes are enumerated next and in Table 1.(Table 1 omitted)

Linguistic Elements

One strong linguistic indicator of informality is phonological slurring or standardized ways of incompletely enunciating words or word phrases, for example, "Whatcha doin'?" (What are you doing?), "Gimme a hand, will ya?" (Give me a hand, will you]"). Slurring is characteristic of speech among intimates, or of an attempt to establish familiarity and casualness (Bell, 1984; Fischer, 1964; Labov, 1972). Ellipsis, the omission of a word, or words, from a sentence ("How 

are

you doin?"; 

Do you

"Have a minute?") is also found more frequently in conversation among intimates (Joos, 1962; Rommetviet & Blakar, 1972). Colloquial and slang expressions are typically found in more informal, less restricted contexts (Flexner, 1984; Hudson, 1980). Informal speech also may include the "vivid present" to draw a hearer into the midst of events ("So I come down the stairs and I see him, and he says ... ") (Brown & Levinson, 1987). Other examples of informal speech include use of first names or in-group names ("Mac," "Bud"), as well as use of inclusive forms such as "we" or "let's" when the speaker really means "you" or "me" (e.g., "We're not feeling well, are we?").

Within more formalistic utterances, individual words are fully enunciated: such speech is also grammatically complete and fully articulated. In addition, more formal word choices may be selected as a means of signaling the seriousness and overall importance of an occasion ("Could you tolerate a slight imposition?" versus "Mind if I butt in?") (Brown & Levinson, 1987; Levin, Long, & Shaffer, 1981). Use of the past tense when the present is grammatically appropriate enables speakers to create temporal and thus social distance between themselves and their addressee ("I had been thinking of asking you if ... "). The subjunctive(e.g., "Would you ... ?" versus "Will you ... ?") similarly creates social distance by placing conditionality on speech acts. Honorifics (e.g., "Ms.," "Professor," "Dr.") also signal the formality of an occasion. Further, impersonalization in formal speech is accomplished by elimination of "I" and "you" or through use of the royal "we" ("I suggest that ... " versus "It is suggested that ... " or "We are not amused"). Several other linguistic codes are mentioned in other sections of this paper. These codes, as well as many other linguistic codes of both formality and informality are described in Bell (1984), Brown and Levinson (1987), Hudson (1980), Hymes, (1964), and Joos (1962).

Conversational Turntaking and Topic Selection

The success of all verbal interaction hinges upon fine-tuned coordination among speakers, relative to the exchange of turns at talk, and to possible shifts in conversational topic. Conversation analysts (Jefferson, 1973, 1979; Sacks & Jefferson, 1974; Schegloff, 1968; Stubbs, 1983; Tannen, 1993), for instance, have studied how listeners subtly and nonverbally signal readiness to take the floor (such as by slightly raised hand movements); how they use split-second timing to come in at just the right moment with a sentence completion; or how speakers about to end their "turn" indicate such by subtle intonational, grammatical, and nonverbal cues. Such cues are central to the production of formality and informality.

At the very formal extreme, speech turns are allotted according to preordained and explicit rules. In a court of law, who speaks, on what subject, what types of questions may be asked, even tone of voice--all are regulated by judge and courtroom protocol. Also, specific rules of order (e.g., Roberts, 1990) may be invoked to structure and regulate turn taking. Where explicit rules are not used, speech turns and topic selection may nevertheless be regulated at a tacit level. At a meeting or interchange characterized as more formal, we would observe fewer conversational overlaps or interruptions, turn taking would proceed smoothly, the topical relation of one comment to another would be logical; if a change of topic occurred, it would likely be explicitly acknowledged (Atkinson, 1982). The topic of speech itself would likely be more inherently serious. A meeting on the subject of workforce downsizing is likely to be more formal than a meeting welcoming new employees.

Informal discourse is characterized by greater leeway in terms of interruptions and topical shifts. As at a cocktail party, the patterning of attention is decentralized, subgroups may arise, actors shift in and out of various fields of attention, and within subgroups, the topics of conversation are varied and may shift rapidly. If, thus, during the delivery of a paper at a conference, we observe members of the audience to be engaged in side exchanges, if people generally feel free to come and go, to interrupt the speaker, and so forth, the atmosphere is characterized as informal. Joking or conversational levity, behaviors associated with informality, in themselves often entail a change of topic or reorientation of conversational focus.

Spatial, Gestural, and Emotional Cues

Formalistic interaction is conducted at distances varying from 4 to 12 feet (in American culture, Hall, 1969). Informal interaction is characterized by closer distances. Touch, as well as postural and kinesic cues (putting one's feet on a desk, leaning back in a chair, clasping hands behind the neck). clearly signal casualness and social familiarity (Argyle, 1988; Goffman, 1967; Mehrabian, 1972). Courtrooms have specific rules for when to sit and stand; in the military the commands "attention" or "at ease" produce serious or casual stances and other behaviors as well. Forms of auto-involvement (e.g., head scratching, yawning, grooming, cleaning, coughing. and sneezing) are considered inappropriate in formal situations.

Informality is associated with greater latitude of emotional expression. The seriousness of formality is signaled by an impersonal, detached, stone-faced physiognomy--perhaps akin to the nonplussed expression of the character "Spock" on the Star Trek television series. Although much has been written on the expression of emotion in organizations (Hochschild, 1983; Sutton, 1991; Van Maanen & Kunda, 1989), little note has been made of what would seem a core emotional expression in business organizations--the presentation of a face of detachment. A detached expression implies not merely the absence of emotion, for a great deal of psychological and presentational work undoubtedly goes into the suppression of visible emotion.(1) Among bank loan officers, for example, it may be that impersonality is a dominant facial expression.

Physical and Contextual Cues

Formal and informal commonly label modes of dress. A loosened tie, rolled-up shirt sleeve, casual footwear, and colorful clothing all signal degrees of casualness. More expensive, finer or "businesslike" clothing and role accoutrements such as gowns, uniforms, robes, or insignia are associated with official, formal roles.

Formality and informality are also signaled by ecological features such as decor, furnishings, layout, lighting, and physical artifacts. Most basic perhaps is how layout of furniture dictates the positioning of actors and consequent interaction patterns. Formally arranged chairs are typically ordered in symmetric fashion. A physical focus of attention, such as a lectern or raised platform. is further conducive to formality. Arrangements characterized as informal are less orderly and less symmetric; any configuration that succeeds in partitioning actors into smaller, decentralized, face-to-face groupings tends to deformalize proceedings. Symbols or artifacts, particularly official items or those related to status, such as size of desk, desk construction, framed diplomas, plaques, or height of chairs are evocative of formality. In general, conservative decor is more formal. Introduction of colors, soft, comfortable furniture, flowers, or food indicate informality. Thus,

a very large and formal wood table, formal chairs, white walls, muted colored carpets and curtains--businesslike atmosphere--tend to be the location of formal talks and deliberations .... overstuffed chairs, "living room" arrangements of furniture, soft lighting, and the addition of music and artwork create a significantly more comfortable environment in which parties are more relaxed. (Lewicki & Litterer, 1985: 147)

Finally, the absence of background noises, a hushed atmosphere, is associated with formal contexts. Schein (1985: 11) noted the atmosphere of a company: "the formality symbolized by large buildings and offices with closed doors: a hushed atmosphere in the corridor."

OVERARCHING PROPERTIES OF FORMALITY AND INFORMALITY

It is also important to step back from the specific codes to gain some sense of how the codes are linked together and how they function not merely as abstract cues, but also as signs of underlying psychological states and socio-emotional orientation.

Consistency and Structuring of Discourse

Codes of formality or informality tend to be correlated, or consistent with one another. Hence, the following violation of code consistency: "How's it going, Your Eminence? Have you been analyzin' whatch'unnertook t'achieve?" (Ervin-Tripp, 1973: 321). Violations include the use of slang to address a Cardinal and the informal articulation of the more proper, pedantic phrase, "undertook to achieve." One might violate consistency rules by wearing tennis shoes to a graduation ceremony. Such rules dictate a range of behavior in courtrooms: use of standard language, relative silence, attentive posture. and specific times to sit and stand.

Although consistency governs both formal and informal situations, it is more crucial in formal contexts. One could possibly wear a tie to an informal occasion; it might even be interpreted as an attempt to be more flippant and freewheeling, yet wearing tennis shoes to a job interview would constitute a clear, even dangerous violation of protocol. In any extremely formal context, to speak out of turn, to laugh at the wrong moment, to be improperly attired, or to pay less attention to the importance of the occasion by looking out the window or reading a newspaper is quickly noted. Informal situations, by contrast, allow more laxity and hence greater degrees of consistency violation. Variation, indeed even deviance itself, is often a hallmark of informality. In American college lectures, professors can alternate technical terms, slang, and informal and formal syntax to a degree.

Also, formal occasions are generally characterized by a greater number of rules or prescriptions than are informal ones; such contexts thus have greater code structuring (Irvine, 1979). For example, there are simply more rules regarding how to behave at a formal dinner than at an informal one (e.g., which fork to eat with, what subjects of conversation are appropriate). In extremely formal situations, such code structuring may be explicit. Work on etiquette, such as that by Emily Post (1992) or Loretta Baldrige (1985), often functions to objectify codes of interaction appropriate to formal contexts.

Codes as Indexes of Socio-emotional Orientation

Some of the codes are more or less arbitrary symbols. For instance, there is no intrinsic reason why ties (as opposed to some alternate form of accoutrement) have come to signify more formal attire, yet many of the codes are not arbitrary; many are directly emblematic of underlying states of mind and socio-emotional orientation. For example, phonological slurring is naturally coupled to casualness and informality; thus, when we feel relaxed we tend to slur more (see Labov, 1972). Note how one is less likely to smile while fully enunciating the word Hello; the lips more easily form a smile when uttering the more casual Hi or Hey. Likewise, colloquialisms indicate the presence of shared understandings unique to in-group membership. That is, to understand what is meant by saying that a job assignment is "a piece of cake," or that someone is a "number cruncher," requires an insider's knowledge of a linguistic system.

Interpersonal distance is likewise more than an abstract signal. Physically proximate individuals exchange subtle nonverbal messages (facial expressions, olfactory cues) and minimal verbal cues ("uhuh." "hum," "okay") that provide continuous feedback (Hall, 1969). Because such feedback is absent in high-distance interaction, the verbal channels carry more weight--such conversation is phonetically and syntactically fully articulated, its turn taking more formalized. Also, note that facial expressions that send messages to others provoke parallel states of mind in the sender. Research shows that the mere act of our muscles turning the lips to form a smile stimulates psychological and neurological processes that, in turn, cause us to feel good (Izard, 1977; Izard, Kagan, & Zajonc, 1984). By extension, to display no emotion would be to feel no emotion, or at least, to feel less emotion. Finally, clothing is not only an outward signal, but it also, to some degree functions to create subjective states. A person wearing a very expensive and tailored suit of clothing may find his or her activities and modes of expression more limited. A loosened tie allows easier breathing and greater freedom of movement. Because a casual outfit need not be just right, guarded from soiling, perfectly pressed, or matching, it enables a person to be less self-monitoring and more relaxed.

Understanding how codes are linked to underlying states of mind gives us insight into the underlying psychology of these interaction orders. Knowing this, as well as rules for code consistency and structuring, we can begin to understand how formality and informality create a powerful organizing rubric for social behavior.

FORMALITY AND INFORMALITY IN ORGANIZATIONAL CONTEXTS

Given, then, the codes and general rules governing their appearance, how is such knowledge instrumental to an analysis of organizations? To begin, it is obvious that the formal/informal distinction is a core dimension of all social life. Anthropological evidence shows these to be generic dimensions of human interaction (Bauman & Sherzer, 1974; Brown, 1986; Brown & Levinson, 1987; Fishman, 1965: Gumperz & Hymes, 1972; Levi-Strauss, 1963; White, 1980). Fisher (1972) described formal versus informal manners of speaking among the Trukese and Ponapean people; Irvine (1979) described formal and informal variation in Woloff praise signing. Although the terms formal and informal derive from the English language, the types of behaviors and variations in behaviors described by anthropologists remain fairly constant across human cultures.

Thus, in daily life within all human societies, there exists some alternation between serious, more regulated, even ceremonial occasions and other occasions that are generally described as being more casual, relaxed, and loosely governed. Such alternation between formal and informal episodes commonly occurs in organizations. Break time in many organizations is undoubtedly more informal. The visit of the CEO to the shop floor may move activity in one direction or the other, perhaps depending on the demeanor and character of that particular executive. At least since Roy's (1960) study of social relations in a machine shop, we have known that workdays are often parsed into temporal segments (see also Barley, 1985). Many of these phases seem to alternate between periods of loose sociability and periods that require more concerted attention. Such a demarcation into temporal segments can relieve boredom and generally mark or frame the workday into recognizable segments to which actors can become habituated. It would also seem that spatial location might give rise to different modes of activity. Thus, in public contexts, more formal behaviors may occur, whereas "backstage" (Goffman, 1959) areas would give way to more informality. We might accordingly expect to observe more informality in judges' chambers, teachers' lounges, and kitchen areas of restaurants (as opposed to the courtroom, the classroom, or the dining room).

Within such a framework of temporal or spatial alternation, one might be tempted to suggest that when formality is the dominant mode of expression, activity is more goal oriented and more consistent with the stated purpose of an organization. Thus, informality would seem a residual category, describing either that which transpires after work or the maintenance of socio-emotional relations during work, or between work times. However, as the opening paragraph of this article intimated, such a rule may not necessarily be the case. The next sections of this article further explore the association between formal and informal modes of association and goal orientation in bureaucratic versus organic organizations.

Formality and Bureaucracy

Bureaucratic and mechanistic organizations are most typically defined relative to a set of structural arrangements, for instance, in terms of high degrees of specialization and division of labor, a hierarchical command structure based on legitimate authority, or routinization of job duties (Burns & Stalker, 1961; Weber, 1947), yet, perhaps, insufficient attention has been paid to the normative and behavioral facets of such organizational forms.

It is especially useful to consider the affinity between behavioral formality as discussed herein and Weber's notion of impersonality (1947). Weber noted that in organizations operating under traditional forms of authority, social bonds tended to be so numerous and intimate that rational or impersonal decision making was not likely to occur. His notion of impersonality directly addressed this problem: "

Impersonality

succeeds in eliminating from official business love, hatred, and all purely personal, irrational, and emotional elements which escape calculation" (Gerth & Mills, 1946: 215-216). "The ideal official conducts his office ... 

in

a spirit of formalistic impersonality, Sine ira et studio; without hatred or passion, and hence without affection or enthusiasm" (Weber, 1947: 340). "The 'objective' discharge of business primarily means a discharge of business according to calculable rules and 'without regard for persons'" (Gerth & Mills, 1946: 215). Impersonality, thus, results in a "reduction of friction" (1946: 215).

Despite impersonality appearing to be the only purely normative element within Weber's ideal type model of bureaucracy. the concept has been little explored in subsequent organizational literature. Weber himself seems to rely on commonsense notions of impersonality: he spends relatively little time explicating the concept. Subsequent writers who devoted attention to the concept of impersonality have treated it as an attitudinal or even personality variable (e.g., Hall, 1963; Merton, 1957), but can an impersonal attitude exist as a purely mental state? Does it not make sense that attitudes and dispositions are reflected in behavior? Thus, I submit that the notion of impersonality finds behavioral expression in the very concept of formality. I further suggest that such behavioral formalism is integral to the structuring of interpersonal relations and work climates in bureaucratic/mechanistic organizations (or in any subunit of an organization or temporal phase of an organization that generally would be considered more bureaucratic).

Informality and Organic, Innovative Organizations

Informality, in contrast, may play a role in organizations in which degrees of invocation, interpersonal cohesion, and role flexibility are expected (or, again, in any subunit or temporal phase that is generally more organic). Organic organizations are prototypically defined relative to a set of structural arrangements: low degrees of formalization (in terms of specification of job duties and division of labor), significant lateral communication, and decentralization of decision making (Burns & Stalker, 1968; Galbraith, 1977; Lawrence & Lorsch, 1986), yet in their seminal work that distinguishes organic from mechanistic organizational forms, Burns and Stalker explicitly noted the importance of behavioral conduct: "The observable way in which people in a concern dealt with each other--the code of conduct--could therefore be regarded as the most important element in a concern's organization .... It is the organization" (1968: 10).

Juxtaposed to this idea, note the behavioral and situational attributes that many contemporary writers would have us believe are integral to the success of innovative companies (emphasis added below). Peters and Waterman discussed the "marvelously informal environments of the excellent companies" (1982: 124). They commented on "the absence of scheduled meetings, instead, people casually gathering together" in a "shirtsleeve atmosphere" (1982: 126), and the "informality" of "being on a first name basis" (1982: 244). Kanter described innovative companies in terms of "freedom, looseness, creativity" (1983: 130), noting "the ease with which people can share their insights in the loose, informal atmosphere" (1989: 208). Regarding "high-involvement" organizations, Lawler noted that "meeting rooms have been changed to encourage informality and problem solving ... managers now come to meetings dressed informally" (1986: 218). Kunda's ethnography of a high-technology firm includes quotes from a company handbook for new employees: "Welcome to High Technologies. As you may have already noticed, we are a company with the spirit of informality and openness" (1992: 56). Behavioral and situational formalism, in contrast, often carries an explicitly pejorative tone. "The atmosphere seemed formal, rather cool, and slightly passive" (Kanter, 1983: 105); "formality is death" (Kanter, 1989: 193).

The physical codes of informality are also associated with innovation. At "excellent" companies,

the physical configuration of facilities is different. Informality is usually delineated by spartan settings, open doors, fewer walls, and fewer offices. It is hard to imagine a free-flowing exchange of information taking place in the palatial, formal, expensively decorated suites that mark so many corporate or even divisional offices. (Peters & Waterman, 1982: 262)

Overall, the uses of the terms informal and informality to denote an overall situational ambience of looseness and casualness are consistent with the analysis developed here. Many authors explicitly reference informal modes of dress and interactional, contextual, and other codes. Kunda's (1992) ethnograrphy, for example, richly describes informal modes of dress, turn taking, and topic selection at meetings and of emotional expression.

A MODEL OF FORMALITY AND INFORMALITY IN ORGANIZATIONS

Given evidence for cm association between formality and bureaucratic organizations, informality and more organic/innovative organizations, can we further specify how and why these interaction orders arise and what effects they have on role and task behavior in organizations. The model of Figure 1 depicts the elements that influence the formation of either formal or informal interaction orders, and it enumerates specific by-products of such orders. Four factors give rise to formality or informality: (a) external and technical environments of an organization, (b) structural elements, (c) cultural and normative understandings regarding expected modes of comportment and interaction in an organization, and (d) actors' commonsense knowledge of formality and informality.(Figure 1 omitted) Consider these elements separately.

External and Technological Environments

Environmental and technological contingencies affect internal arrangements and behavioral routines of organizations. Organizations faced with uncertain, turbulent environments (e.g., Burns & Stalker, 1968: Lawrence & Lorsch, 1986), or with uncertain means-ends relations requiring nonroutine problem solving (Dill, 1958; Perrow, 1986: Thompson, 1967) are more likely to develop informalistic interaction orders.(2) For instance, the patterns of spontaneous communication characterized as more informal will likely prove to be adaptive for an organization that needs to generate patterns of rapid response to changing external contingencies. Likewise, an organization in which means/ends relations are uncertain and thus where innovation is of paramount importance (e.g., an advertising agency), would more likely produce a certain amount of informality. This might exist in the form of random conversation, joking behavior, and postural relaxation, which are akin to an atmosphere of brainstorming or free association that is conducive to idea generation and creativity. In organizations with environments that are stable and predictable or in organizations in which means-ends relations are well established, formalistic interaction patterns would enable greater routinization of interaction or greater control over interpersonal transactions. For instance, a bank or an accounting firm would likely utilize interaction orders that enabled work to be accomplished in a preordained, highly scripted, routinized manner. Such formalistic routines would enable official business to be accomplished with a minimum of emotional involvement or deviation from prescribed routines. Such informalistic or formalistic interaction orders ultimately prove to be of survival value (Hannen & Freeman, 1989) for an organization given the contingencies it faces.

Proposition 1a: Organizations faced either with uncertain, turbulent environments or with uncertain means-ends relations requiring nonroutine problem solving will more likely generate informalistic interaction orders.

Proposition 1b: Organizations that have environments that are stable and predictable, or organizations for which means-ends relations are well established, will more likely generate formalistic interaction orders.

Organizational Structure

More bureaucratic, mechanistic organizations are defined by structural features such as hierarchy of authority, centralization of decision making, division of labor and formalization of duties: organic or innovative organizations are defined by decentralization of decision making, lateral communication, and few hierarchical distinctions. These broad structural elements come to impact patterns of interaction and comportment habitually engaged in by individuals. It seems likely that bureaucratic organizational forms will generate formalistic interaction patterns and that organic forms will engender informalistic interaction. For example, extreme formalization of job duties might influence patterns of speech and turn-making behaviors. In turn, low degrees of formalization of job duties, high frequencies of lateral communication, and decentralization of decision making will more likely result in patterns of exchanges characterized as informalistic.(3)

Proposition 2a: Organizations that are more bureaucratic/mechanistic in structural form will more likely generate formalistic interaction orders.

Proposition 2b: Organizations with opposite structural characteristics (i.e., organic features) will more likely generate informalistic orders.

Organizational Culture

Organizational culture (Berger & Luckman, 1966; Martin, 1992; Trice & Beyer, 1992) (i.e., socially constructed systems of beliefs, values, and meanings) forms a "backdrop for action" (Smircich, 1985: 58). Culture can thus be said to influence interpersonal behavior and modes of interaction within organizations. Cultural belief systems may derive from longstanding, institutionalized understandings (Meyer & Rowan, 1977) as to what patterns of activity and comportment are typically associated with given types of organizations. For instance, it is generally understood and accepted as legitimate that the interpersonal atmosphere and ambiance of banks or government agencies will be relatively formal. Employees and patrons know to exhibit a greater amount of decorum when walking into a bank. An architect choosing decor and furnishings for a bank would similarly take such understandings into account. Employees of a high-tech firm conversely understand that behavior in such a company is typically "looser." Apart from such institutionalized beliefs, existing cultural values and norms, as embodied in and communicated through various cultural forms (see Trice, 1992) such as existing patterns of leader attributes and behavior, physical artifacts, rituals, symbols, stories, and vision statements, may come to shape and to influence patterns of behavior engaged in by members.

Given the above definition of culture, it is important to realize how behaviors may be understood as a cultural element, even though they are necessarily encompassed in interaction orders as well. Because interaction orders are emergent social entities, it is certainly possible for extant behavior to serve as a cue that engenders or causes subsequent behavior patterns to coalesce. For example, the behavior of some organizational members may serve to socialize newcomers as to expected norms for comportment in a given company. Overall, however, it is probably most useful to think of cultural elements as more abstract values or properties that serve as general guideposts to initiate or provoke ensuing behavior. Thus, for example, a company norm, to the effect that all members are on a first-name basis, may prove a potent device for inducing or channeling subsequent behavior patterns. Similarly, at the headquarters of the Apple computer company flies the "Jolly Roger" flag (a skull and crossbones on a black background). This cultural symbol may be emblematic to members that less decorum, less veneration for the conventional, and more unrestrained (and thus informal) behavior is expected.

Proposition 3a: Organizational cultures that emphasize and communicate values of collegiality, innovation, or casualness (or types of organizations--e.g., high-tech firms--whose institutionalized stereotypes a priori categorize them as more informal) will more likely generate informalistic interaction orders.

Proposition 3b: Organizational cultures that communicate or emphasize values of conservatism, regimentation, or seriousness and impersonality (or types of organizations--e.g., government agencies--whose institutionalized stereotypes a priori categorize them as formalistic) will more likely generate formalistic interaction orders.

Actors' Commonsense Knowledge

Our ability to engage in formalistic or informalistic behavior is grounded in the fact that all, or virtually all, members of society are knowledgeable and well practiced at producing these two categories of social action. That is, formality and informality are two generic types of social activity whose parameters are well known to all members of society. We know how to orient ourselves in environments that are so construed; we can produce behaviors consistent with the requirements of such social situations. No causal relationship is posited here; commonsense knowledge is merely a necessary condition for the generation of such interaction orders.

Assumption 1: All members of society possess commonsense knowledge of behavioral norms for enacting formalistic and informalistic interaction orders.

Interaction Orders

The elements on the left of Figure 1 work to produce either formalistic or informalistic interaction orders. Interaction orders, though, do not simply appear all at once as full-blown, fully developed entities. These orders are, by definition, emergent properties of social interaction. Thus, just when can interaction orders be said to exist? When does an agglomeration of behaviors or codes comprise a social situation deserving of the label "interaction order"? Such orders might be understood as ideal types (Weber, 1947). They might thus be said to fall along a continuum, existing sometimes in stronger or weaker forms. One other possibility would be to define interaction orders by the presence of a preponderance of the codes. That is, such an order could exist when a certain critical mass of codes of one type or the other is observed. Perhaps, however, the superior benchmark for identifying the presence of such orders is actors' definition of the situation (McHugh, 1968). Indeed, the basic principle that invests formality and informality with its distinct meaning, the generative force underprinning and preserving the orderliness of interaction, is actors' needs for a common context or a common orientation that enables them to coordinate their behavior and action. By this definition, a formalistic or informalistic interaction order can be said to exist when it comes to be understood by members as the modus operandi, or mode of operating in a given context.

The main purpose of this article, however, is not to predict the relative strength of these interaction orders. Although this is an important issue, we take as given the ontological status of such orders; they exist in organizations and in varying degrees of intensity. Rather, the focus here is to specify the broad forces that generate such orders, the behavioral and contextual codes that can be used to identify such orders, and how these orders generally serve a functional role in organizations. Accordingly, to understand how such orders can serve a functional role in organizations, and in so doing ultimately reflect back on the elements on the left side of Figure 1, I next discuss specific outcomes of formality and informality (noted on the right side of Figure 1). That is, I note how formality and informality produce broad patterns of role and task orientation, orientations that are consonant with the requirements of bureaucratic or organic organizations.

By-products of Formalistic Interaction Orders

Ratification of authority. Business in Western countries, at least traditionally, has often been thought of as partitioned off from daily life. Work is a serious undertaking that is physically and psychologically distinct from play. As one method of partitioning "work" from "play," formalistic situations entail actors' assumption of a relatively serious mein and demeanor and an overall attitude of attentiveness and respect for an occasion. One direct result of such seriousness and attentiveness is a ratification and legitimation of an organization's authority structure.

One indispensable element for modern bureaucratic organization is belief and acceptance by members of a system of legitimate authority (Weber, 1947). The elements of formalistic interaction, by solemnifying and dignifying an occasion, reinforce the aura of what Weber termed officialdom. Belief in the legitimacy and solemnity of an occasion may flow directly from the types of behavior. Accordingly, to pay attention to our mode of dress, to how we enunciate words, to maintaining a stiff emotional visage, to whose turn it is at speech--all these cues cause a seriousness, an entrance into a realm where psychological energies and behaviors are different from usual. Alternately, the ceremonial elevation of an occasion may be signaled indirectly or symbolically. For example, a formal uniform, gold lettering on an office door, and a hushed atmosphere may provide abstract signals that trigger in actors commonsense associations of formality. Recall the common phrase to the effect that "a tie is an authority symbol." Thus, the mere act of viewing a tie may evoke in actors an attitude as to the importance or legitimacy of an occasion.

Even something as simple as wearing wrong footwear can violate the air of officialdom surrounding certain positions. Stories are told of visitors encountering Robert Kennedy in his office as Attorney General of the United States walking around in bare socks and that this behavior created a shocking impression on some visitors because it seemed to violate rules of propriety about an Attorney General. The relation between wearing shoes and filling one's office in a proper, authoritative, and professional manner is not an obviously logical or simple one (wearing shoes will not enhance one's juridical acumen or degree of formal authority), yet the connections are made at a normative level. Another example is Milgram's classic social psychological experiments on obedience that took place in an intendedly formal atmosphere. Thus, at the formal buildings of Yale University, the person who played the role of the experimenter wore a gray technician's coat, and throughout the experiment the manner of this experimenter was "impassive and his appearance somewhat stern" (1974: 16). Moreover, the language used was formal; the experimenter thus used the impersonalized linguistic "prod": "The experiment requires that you continue" (1974: 21). Thus,

Proposition 4: The prevalence of formalistic interaction orders will result in the ratification of organizational authority systems (a belief--by participants in such orders, or by members of the public who encounter and are exposed to such orders--in the intrinsic importance of an occasion, belief in the legitimacy of the extant authority system, obedience to authority figures, belief in correctness and legitimacy of procedures and rules followed, or in legitimacy and correctness of professional judgements rendered).

Routinization of interaction. Beyond calling attention to the sober and serious nature of a business gathering, tacit rules of interaction associated with formalistic activity prove instrumental to carrying out routinized or pre-scripted patterns of work behavior. Organizational formalization has been defined relative to specification of work rules and procedures, that is, the degree of job codification, the presence of a rules manual, and job descriptions (Hage & Aiken, 1967), yet one can distinguish whether said formalization pertains to human interface with things (e.g., instructions regarding how to tighten a bolt) or with people (e.g., rules for interacting with customers). When the discharge of official duties entails interface with other persons, formalistic interactional devices often are used to stage the requisite dramaturgic work. Official regulations may themselves structure behavior in formalistic ways: "Employees may not sit on or lean against the counters when customers are present," "No casual conversation with customers." However, outside of explicitly prescribed action, organizational actors invoke their normative understanding of behavioral formality to manage interaction, to structure attention of individuals, to regulate turn taking, and to produce a contextual ambiance of seriousness. Thus, a police officer ticketing a motorist may assume control over topic selection and turn taking, thereby managing the sequence of events in a way that is pre-scripted and instrumental to his or her official duties. Atkinson (1982: 113) noted that in interaction between professionals and clients (e.g., doctors and patients), there is a tendency to focus on one topic: within this topic, there is a conversational framework of alternative turns that are minimally recognizable as questions and answers, with professionals doing most of the questioning. Weber generally noted the importance of precision, boundedness to rules, and speed, in the discharge of official business (Gerth & Mills, 1946). Interactional formalism is instrumental to the accomplishment of this aspect of bureaucratic functioning.

Proposition 5: The prevalence of formalistic interaction orders will result in the routinization of official interaction patterns among actors (behavioral patterns and topics of conversation in conformity with predetermined scripts or routines, few deviations from expected routines, outcomes of interaction that are timely, and outcomes of interaction that are consistent with formal objectives 

e.g., police officer ends up issuing motorist ticket

).

Social and emotional detachment. Social relations may be evaluated relative to the degree of social/psychological distance that exists among actors (Brown, 1986; Tajfel, 1981). Some relations are close and familiar, others distant and reserved--as among strangers or those who act "as if" they are strangers.(4) Formalistic interactional elements prove useful in establishing and maintaining such social distance.(5) One direct consequence is reduced emotional involvement, and thus more detached, impersonal relations.

Note that under systems of traditional authority decisions were often made based upon "personal sympathy and favor, by grace and gratitude." Yet, Weber presumes that in contrast, bureaucracy "demands the personally detached and strictly 'objective' expert" (1946: 216) who makes decisions "without regard for persons" (1946: 215). Impersonality in this case is taken to mean that regarding decisions where contamination or bias may arise due to feelings of personal sympathy or favor (e.g., a performance appraisal, hiring/firing, denying a loan application), such decisions are made without regard for such feelings, whether they be feelings of attraction or of enmity. Thus, "many organizations discourage the development of positive sentiments among their members for fear that such emotional ties will undermine discipline and judgement and will interfere with attempts to deploy participants rationally" (Scott, 1981: 61): "formality facilitates the interaction of the occupants of offices despite their (possibly hostile) private attitudes toward one another ... Impersonal detachment engenders equitable treatment of all persons and thus equal justice in administration" (Blau & Meyer, 1971: 20).

Note, for example, how specific behavioral features of formality are instrumental in producing such interpersonal distance and detachment. For instance, we can envision a bank officer using a stern, impersonal facial demeanor in dealing with loan customers to eliminate all emotional elements. Linguistic cues of formality can specifically function to create an air of detachment and objectivity. One might use more formal word choices, thus saying, "Economic conditions necessitated a workforce readjustment," rather than "I am firing you." One may phrase a request as a general rule in order to invoke an air of officiality: "Regulations dictate that I require you to extinguish all smoking material and to fasten your seatbelt at this time." Use of the royal "we" can be employed to diffuse responsibility and to create an aura of a corporate body that backs up a given statement: "We do not allow pets on the premises" or "We are not amused." One can impersonalize speech by eliminating the pronouns "I" and "you" (instead of "I want you to move the chair" use "It is necessary that the chair be moved."). By nominalization, changing verbs and adverbs into noun and adjectives, actors may be removed from a sense of feeling or doing things. Instead of "I hate you" constructions such as "You are hated" occur (see Brown & Levinson, 1987: Ross, 1973). Thus,

Proposition 6: The prevalence of formalistic interaction orders will result in greater detachment and impersonality (objectivity) in decision making (for decisions in which personal relationships or emotional ties may be a confounding or biasing factor).(6)

Procedural Fairness

The dimension of formality/informality is often used in the literature on conflict resolution to distinguish atmospheres in which negotiations are conducted (e.g., Lewicki & Litterer, 1985; Walton, 1987). Many of the alternative dispute-resolution procedures that have arisen in recent years, alternatives such as arbitration, medication, neighborhood justice centers, consumer complaint panels, and so on are explicitly billed as being "less formal." These alternatives deformalize proceedings in a number of specific ways; there is less restrictiveness regarding what can be said, when it can be said, and to whom it can be said. Delgado, Dunn, Brown, Lee, and Hubbert (1985) argued that because informal settings allow wider scope for participants' emotional and behavioral idiosyncrcrcies, in these settings majority group members are more likely to exhibit prejudicial behavior. In contrast, extremely formal courtroom discourse avoids unstructured, intimate interactions; each party is represented by cm attorney, has equal opportunity to speak, must speak at a prescribed time, and use a correct manner for speaking and for questioning the other side; counsel for the parties do not address one another, but present issues to the trier of fact, and so on. In short, interaction rules detail how confrontation is to be managed. Delgado and colleagues also noted that the traditional judicial arena embodies societal norms of fairness and even-handedness. For example, symbols and formalities of a court trial (the flag, the black robes, the rituals) remind those present that the occasion calls for the higher, "public" values, rather than the lesser values embraced during moments of informality and intimacy.

These previous ideas are important because a wide array of alternative dispute-resolution forums have in recent years increasingly come to be used in both intra- and interorganizational settings. These alternatives include formalized multistep grievance procedures, open-door sessions, organizational confrontation sessions, ombudspersons, use of mediation and arbitration, and multiparty dispute resolution (Carver, 1994; Goldberg, 1992: Gray, 1989; Suskind & Cruikshank, 1987; Westin & Feliu, 1988). Although alternative procedures may be implemented as a means of managing conflict and increasing employee voice, these alternative forums also are used to substitute for state and federal courtroom procedures (Ide, 1993; Phalon, 1992). The ability, thus, of such alternative forums to produce just outcomes is of considerable importance. More broadly, in any conflictual situation, be it a meeting of parties expressing opposing views, a dispute between superior and subordinate, and so on, the importance of constructively managing such conflict and of using ground rules perceived to produce just outcomes is critical.(7)

Although prior propositions discuss outcomes of formality relative to routinization of interaction (conformity with a pre-existing script), or detachment in decision making, the focus here is on perceptions of procedural or situational fairness (Greenberg, 1987; Shepard et al., 1992). It is suggested that the presence of interactional formalism in a conflict-resolution setting will be positively associated with perceptions of procedural justice. Indeed, the literature on procedural justice indicates that perceptions of such justice derive, in part, from satisfaction or violation of certain procedural rules, some of which closely parallel formalistic interactional mechanisms. For instance, Tyler and Bies (1990) and Lind, Kulik, Ambrose, and de Vera Park (1993) noted the importance of two-way communication in which both parties have the opportunity to offer input (structured turn taking). Bies and Moag (1986) found that the propriety of questions (rules governing topic selection) was related to perceptions of fairness. Bies and Moag (1986) also found polite, respectful interpersonal treatment to be related to perceptions of fair or unfair treatment (formalistic language shares many elements in common with polite linguistic constructions 

see Brown & Levinson, 1987

). Further, Weber explicitly espoused a positive relationship between bureaucracy and the achievement of juridical rationality and fairness (Gerth & Mills, 1946).

Proposition 7: The presence of formalistic interaction orders in conflict or dispute-resolution contexts will result in perceptions of procedural fairness. Additional outcomes may include perceptions of fairness of the decision rendered, less expression of animosity or of overt conflict.(8)

Enactment of status relations, Schein (1985: 11-12) described, on a general level, the association between formality and hierarchy:

Formality is symbolized by ... obvious deference rituals among people who meet each other in the hall; many status symbols ... frequent use of academic and other titles, such as Dr. so-and-so; a slower, more deliberate pace, and much more emphasis on planning, schedules, punctuality, and formal preparation of documents for meetings. Managers 

in the company being described

come across as much more serious, more thoughtful, less impulsive, more formal, and more concerned about protocol .... Insubordination tends not to be tolerated. Rank and status thus clearly have a higher value in 

the company being described

.

Because formality involves showing respect for an object, person, or occasion, formalistic codes are ideally suited for the dramaturgical staging of status relations. It is not suggested that interaction orders create status differentiation; rather, they play an important role in the enactment and reinforcement of formal status differentials through everyday face-to-face interaction rituals. One useful proxy for assessing such status elaboration is Hofstede's (1980) measure of "power distance"--the degree of perceived inequality of power between individuals occupying formal roles of superior and subordinate (also see Mulder, 1976, 1977). That is, even though superior/subordinate relationships exist in all organizations, the degree of perceived relative inequality may vary. In "low" power-distance relationships, displays of inequality are intendedly minimized; those in power are expected to "look" less powerful than they are; "hierarchy means an inequality of roles, established for convenience." Conversely, in "high" power-distance relations, "hierarchy means existential inequality"; in this case, norms prescribe that power differentials be salient and visibly articulated in social interaction (Hofstede, 1980: 91). The measure of power distance, thus, enables us to assess the degree to which formal status differentials are elaborated or amplified through interactional patterns. Although Hofstede used power distance to garner comparisons across different national cultures, it is reasonable to posit that such differences may also exist across organizations. Thus,

Proposition 8: The prevalence of formalistic interaction orders will generate perceptions of high power-distance relationships among actors who are otherwise differentiated in terms of formal authority.

Note, however, that interactional work is not equally distributed across high- and low-power actors. Research establishes that in status-marked relations, the subordinate's role obligation is that of generally maintaining formality and showing circumspection. Subordinates address superiors with the more formal title-last-name (Brown & Ford, 1964; Morand, In press), grant superiors greater interpersonal distance (Hall, 1969), avoid touching bosses (Argyle, 1988), use more polite language to create psychological distance (Brown & Levinson, 1987; Morand, 1992), and even use the more careful "Good Morning" as opposed to an informal "Hi" (Brown & Ford, 1964). Superiors, even though not always more informal, have more latitude. Superiors use first names or nicknames with subordinates and have greater license to joke and laugh (Coser, 1959; Duncan, 1982), to interrupt (West, 1984), to exhibit greater degrees of postural relaxation (Mehrabian, 1972), to engage in inquiries into the health and personal life of subordinates (Goffman, 1963), and so forth. Moreover, when occasions move from formality in the direction of greater informality, the superior initiates such a shift. In a job interview, the superior has the right to loosen up first, at a meeting to joke first. Goffman noted, "Doctors had the right to saunter into the nurses' station, lounge on the station's dispensing counter, and engage in joking with the nurses; other ranks participated in this informal interaction with doctors, but only after doctors had initiated it" (1967: 78-79). Thus,

Corollary 1: In interaction orders that are in overall terms formalistic, to the extent that some informalistic codes are observed, such codes will more likely be employed by high-status individuals.

By-products of Informalistic Interaction Orders

Free flow of information. Organic organizations are often described or modeled using a network metaphor. Such organizations are visually represented as dense networks of communicative ties, ties only weakly related to positional authority or official lines of reporting (Hage, 1988; Lawrence & Davis, 1978). If one were to map patterns of interaction at a gathering, or even in an entire organization, operating under informal interaction norms (especially those pertaining to conversational turn taking), the result would resemble such a densely connected communication network. High network density means that a large proportion of individuals in a given group or organization are connected to one another through actual patterns of communication (Tichy, 1981; Tichy, Tushman, & Fombrun, 1979). Because dense networks entail communication among most or all actors, ties within such a network are not restricted to formal reporting relations, or to other predetermined lines of communication. Contrast this to Shein's description of information and communication flows within what he explicitly labels a "formalistic organization":

When I asked one of my colleagues in the organization why the information did not circulate freely, he indicated that unsolicited ideas might not be well received. Only if information was asked for was it acceptable to offer ideas, unless they came down the hierarchy as an official position. To provide unsolicited information or ideas could be seen as a challenge. (1985: 12)

Proposition 9: The prevalence of informalistic interaction orders will result in high social-network density.

Creativity. Within such organic communication networks, we would expect the character of discourse itself to be more free flowing and spontaneous. For instance, in informal discourse one may easily shift back and forth from work-related topics to joking behavior or to other topics. Such an atmosphere may be likened to brainstorming, in which there is great variability of what topics or ideas may be suggested. It follows that informality may comprise an important element in organizations where innovation and creativity are prized. The concept of situational informality relates thus to organizational scholarship on creativity (Amabile, 1988; Woodman, Sawyer, & Griffin, 1993), by identifying and specifying interactional contingencies that likely give rise to creativity in organizations. The suggested links between behavioral informality and creativity may be direct; for instance, greater regulation of turn taking likely exerts a direct limitation on conversational creativity. However, the linkages may be more indirect; for instance, if more informal norms govern organizational members' selection of potential clothing to be worn at work, such code flexibility may signal to members cues to the effect that their state of involvement in all other aspects of the situation should be more free flowing and individually expressive. Creative behaviors may be defined as the "production of novel and useful ideas by an individual or small group of individuals working together"(Amabile, 1988: 24). Amabile (1982, 1983) discussed operational measures of such creativity.

Proposition 10: The prevalence of informalistic interaction orders will result in creative behavior.

Social familiarity and affective involvement. The trappings of informality tend to generate emotional involvement and shared consciousness characteristic of in-group interaction. For example, use of linguistic codes such as nicknames, phonological slurring, slang and colloquial expressions, elliptical expressions, and so forth (see Table 1) works to establish a more relaxed ambiance and prompts all who share such a vocabulary of codes to treat one another as social intimates. Moreover, because norms of informality tend to give rise to expectations of right to access one another's personal and psychological territories, if norms of informality prevail on a broader basis within a given organization, they function as an underlying set of expectations that are invoked to frame and hence guide interaction, even among strangers who happen to be organizational members. Further, casual and informal interaction is generally more emotional; joking, spontaneous rapport, turn-taking styles--all tend to foster positive feedback cycles of emotion. The result is a presumption of emotional camaraderie, possibly the establishment of trust more quickly--a social closeness that is the opposite of emotional detachment.

However, a group of actors in casual dress, engaged in joking behavior, and employing occasional slang terms, might just as well be pictured at a bar. We may thus question how seeming playfulness and emotional relationships are to be meshed with the more restrictive requirements of goal orientation in a work organization. One answer is that social interaction is to a degree intertwined with accomplishing the work itself. For example, emotional involvement, a sense of community, and esprit de corps among members are considered by scholars to typify many high-involvement organizations (Barley & Kunda, 1992; Schein, 1985; Trice & Beyer, 1992).(9) Moreover, the high-technology, more innovative companies often employ professional workers who, by definition, have incorporated higher degrees of emotional attachment to and identification with their work (Barley & Kunda, 1992; Van Maamen & Barley, 1984). Presumably then, a strong sense of community and a high degree of internalization of organizational and occupational goals enable individuals to mesh work and the development of strong affective social relationships. This, in essence, supplies some reason as to why "software programmers can discuss software bugs over a game of volleyball." In another example, Kunda (1992: 149) described "timeout meetings,"

which are designed to introduce leisure--or at least relaxation--into work settings ... timeout meetings have the almost oxymoronic goal of formalizing and authoritatively prescribing the unstructured playfulness and self-awareness that characterize informally occurring timeouts ... "it is never too late to party," members often assert, the boundary between work and play is vague.

Thus,

Proposition 11: The prevalence of informalistic interaction orders will result in the development of social familiarity and affective ties among members (reported interpersonal attraction, sense of cohesion among members, reported friendship relations).

Relative chaos. Informality, although structured, is less so than formality. Less structured situations are, by definition, closer to anarchic, chaotic states. This idea resonates with recent managerial literature that uses "chaos" as a metaphor (Peters, 1987), or as a theoretical construct (Gregersen & Sailer, 1993), to describe the climate of some high-performamce organizations. It is here suggested that informalistic interaction orders will exhibit some of the properties of social systems as they approach chaotic states.

Organizations, or any complex adaptive systems, that are described as "chaotic" are not, as commonsense construals of the term might imply, absolutely random or unpredictable. Rather, such systems are said to exist between states of absolute chaos and relative orderliness or predictability (Gleick, 1987; Prigogine, 1984). That is, such systems exhibit degrees of stability and self-consistency. However, as these systems approach chaotic states, rather than breaking down entirely, they often demonstrate a surprising ability to undergo nonlinear, drastic changes, evidencing a great degree of freedom to behave creatively and even to take on novel configurations. This general idea is important because as organizations move from relatively mechanistic, stable, deterministic systems toward dynamic, loosely coupled systems operating under conditions of ambiguity, chaos theory offers the prospect of modeling how such dynamic systems come to be self-organizing, even adaptive, under turbulent conditions. Informality is of specific utility here if it provides an example of a system that is adaptive under chaotic conditions.

Chaos, as such, might be measured by actors' subjective perception of the degree of anarchy or of states of "production disorganization" in a given setting. An alternate and perhaps superior measure would rely on measures of the specific codes. For instance, as noted, code consistency (correlation) is less important in informalistic contexts. This is consonant with the greater unpredictability or uncertainty of chaotic systems. Further, change in chaotic systems is nonlinear (small inputs can trigger massive changes). For example, chaotic organizations can go from states of near equilibrium (more characteristic of formalistic, highly structured systems) to far equilibrium (characterized by a great degree of disorganization) and from there to spontaneous, dramatic reorganizations. If we define equilibrium in terms of the stability of an interaction order, as, for example, stability of number of persons present, constancy of topic or agenda, constancy of turn taking (few interruptions or overlaps, etc.), we would accordingly predict more wild swings across time periods, along the continuum running from near to far equilibrium.

The rules for organizing informalistic systems distinctly show how such a system might prove more adaptive under turbulent conditions. For example, rules for topic selection suggest that the conversational topic of an informalistic order observed at time 2 is less dependent upon the specific topic that held at time 1, in comparison with a formalistic order observed at times 1 and 2. That is, because in formalistic systems the topic of conversation is relatively unchanged, or is changed only by mutual, explicit consensus, the linkage between times 1 and 2 is necessarily "tighter." Because the flow of conversational topic in informalist systems need not be so "tight" (predicated upon the topic of the previous time-frame), these systems can better survive, can better make sense of themselves (self-organizing) in turbulent environments where the information flow from time 1 to time 2 may be interrupted, or where the system may require sudden adaptation to new information from the external environment.

Further, because chaos is relative rather than absolute, we should observe upper limits to such randomness. Any social system, even an informalistic one, will tolerate only so much chaos before degenerating into sheer anarchy. Consistent with this, the informalism of innovative organizations is described as "a kind of controlled anarchy" (Kunda, 1992: 84); "the chaotic/anarchic properties of the system are kept well under control" (Peters, 1987: 122). Accordingly, because members know what informality "means" on a subjective level, they are behaviorally adept at sustaining such an interaction order, at preventing too much degeneration. Thus, during a chaotic, informalistic meeting, to counterbalance degenerative tendencies, someone may urge that the noise level be kept down, attempt to use devices such as a showing of hands to obtain the floor, keep a record of who has the next turn, draw the audience into a joint attention of periodic realignment, and so on. Finally, also consistent with the tenets of chaos theory is the fact that informalistic orders are open systems, exchanging more information with their environments (e.g., by virtue of few restrictions on who talks to whom).

Proposition 12: The prevalence of informalistic interaction orders will result in a configuration and temporal patterning of codes that resembles properties of dynamic systems as they approach chaos.

Status leveling. Although formality is implicated in the behavioral enactment and expression of status differentiation, the display of mutual informality is conducive to egalitarian relations in which status differences are absent or diminished. That is, some social distance or formality is necessary for maintenance of status differentiation, but the entropy-like tendencies of informality tend to obviate, or to loosen status differentials between persons. Two actors who act in mutually familiar and friendly ways are unlikely to experience a high degree of differentiation in terms of status. This idea is supported by a range of literature that shows that the symmetric, mutual exchange of informal behavioral cues is indicative of a relation among individuals who share an equivalent status (Brown, 1986; Brown & Ford, 1964; Brown & Levinson, 1987; Coser, 1959; Goffman, 1967; Tannen, 1993; West, 1984). This is also consistent with the view of organic and high-tech organizations as emphasizing status leveling. Kunda's observation of a rather informal high-tech firm: "At first glance, one would be hard pressed to identify differences in rank, status, or power" (1992: 3), is increasingly characteristic of call organic or network-type organizations. Thus, the behavioral expression of informality among individuals who are otherwise differentiated in terms of formal authority will result in greater feeling of relative equality, of egalitarianism, among individuals. Again, a useful proxy is Hofstede's (1980) measure of power distance.

Proposition 13: Informalistic interaction orders will result in perceptions of low power distance among actors who are otherwise differentiated in terms of formal authority.

Effects of interaction orders on overarching features. To summarize the preceding argument, the forces exerted by organizational environments, the constraints of organizational structures, cultural understandings, as well as actors' basic stock of knowledge about how to reproduce such interaction orders, all combine to give rise to or to create the necessary preconditions for formalistic or informalistic interaction orders. Formalistic and informalistic interaction orders, in turn, are said to have an impact on role relations and task orientation in a number of specific ways. In general, formalistic interaction orders and the behaviors of which they are composed would seem to be instrumental in organizations where the task and role requirements call for either regimented patterns of interpersonal behavior, the separation of public from private roles, the minimization of emotional expression, or reduction of social friction. Informality, in contrast, is instrumental in organizations where rapid communication, role flexibility, interpersonal cohesion, and status leveling are valued.

However, to fully appreciate the overall functional effects of interaction orders, it is important to understand the positive feedback cycles within Figure 1, as indicated by the arrow running from right to left along the bottom of the Figure. That is, it is important to understand how interaction orders can have an impact on elements on the left side of Figure 1. Consider, for example, that while it has been suggested that structure influences interaction orders, there is no absolute logic to suggest that structural elements must always exist prior to behavior. Indeed, it is certainly possible for behavior to mediate the formation of structure. For example, organizations adapting and responding to environmental and task contingencies may tend to develop particular patterns of behavior that have survival value. Such behavioral patterns may ultimately come to be crystallized by those who design organizations in terms of specific structural dimensions. Once such structural elements come to exist, however, these elements will have an impact on behavior of their own accord. With regard to the relation between cultural elements and interaction orders, the existence of some reciprocal causality is again a possibility. That is, rather than viewing culture solely as an a priori and independent cause of interaction orders, it is certainly possible for cultural values to be viewed as emergent features of organizations, features that arise out of practices and understandings unfolding at an interactional level of analysis.

This notion of reciprocal causality is consistent with literature that suggests that organizations are best understood as the intersection of the two realms of action and structure (Barley, 1986; Giddens, 1979, 1984; Ranson, Hinings, & Greenwood, 1980). That is, although organizations may be represented as overarching structures or cultural value systems, organizations are at the same time social constructions whose facticity is generated and maintained by virtue of ongoing patterns of face-to-face social interaction (Barley & Tolbert, 1988; Silverman, 1971). Organizations thus possess an inherent duality; overarching features are simultaneously a constraint on as well as a product of human behavior.

With respect to actors' commonsense knowledge, interaction orders also can be said to have an impact, specifically to strengthen or to reinforce this element. Further, although interaction orders cannot be said to exert a causal relation toward external environmental features of organizations, it is important to reiterate that such formal and informal orders are presumed to be of survival value for an organization given its task and external environment. In sum,

Proposition 14: The by-products of interaction orders ultimately come to play a role in the enactment or reinforcement of three of the elements on the left side of Figure I.

Specifically, they serve to generate and to reinforce both structural and cultural features. They also reinforce our own commonsense knowledge regarding these two categories of social action, enabling us to be more practiced and adept at performing in such interaction orders.

IMPLICATIONS AND DISCUSSION

As one general way of framing the ideas in terms of organizational theory, note how the literature has in recent years moved away from defining organizations strictly in terms of overarching structural features or specified rules and procedures. One newer perspective emphasizes how organizations are socially constructed (Berger & Luckmann, 1966) out of recurrent microbehaviors that transpire at the face-to-face level of analysis (Barley, 1986; Barley & Tolbert, 1988; Ranson et al., 1980: Silverman, 1971; Weick, 1979). Organizations are generated and sustained out of patterns of common behavior and language use. Some theorists would even suggest that organizations consist of nothing more than an ongoing series of face-to-face exchanges engaged in by actors (Burrell & Morgan, 1985; Collins, 1981; Silverman, 1971). If social and organizational realities undergo such a continuous process of enactment and reaffirmation at the face-to-face level, it is important that we develop models consistent with this. The phenomena discussed in this article are firmly consistent with such a view of organizations.

Such an interpretive or social constructivist approach places special emphasis on the role of organizational members as "experts." That is, all competent members are thought to carry very specific and detailed knowledge of the complex role behaviors and understandings necessary to reproduce and sustain organizational realities. Ethnomethodologists accordingly argue that we must pay "to the most commonplace activities of daily life the attention usually accorded extraordinary events": that by so doing we may be able to understand these mundane activities as substantive social phenomena in their own right (Garfinkel, 1967: 1; also see Burrell & Morgan, 1985). In this vein, this article shows how we can begin to dissect "formalistic" meetings as the product of a complex set of interactional behaviors, including the recurrent monitoring of turn-taking behaviors, the use of specific language to minimize social friction, and so forth. In a parallel fashion, the article enables us to better understand how the informality we encounter in many innovative high-technology firms is in fact a finely tuned and dramaturgically sophisticated process that, for its enactment, draws upon the range of specific behavioral devices and contextual props. The article thus presents a rich picture of the dramaturgic process used to reproduce and engineer certain types of situational ambiances in organizations.

An interactionist perspective also can enhance our understanding of the relation between the realms of action and structure in organizations. Overarching structural features exert a deterministic effect on everyday routines. At the same time, the continuous unfolding of everyday behavioral routines is integral to the reproduction and replication, even the modification, of macrostructural features (Barley, 1986; Giddens, 1984; Ranson et al., 1980). By delving into the small-scale dynamics of interaction orders, we can heighten our understanding of how structural features are operationalized and reproduced through patterns of everyday activity. For example, if we define organic organizations by the broad claim that they have few status distinctions and evidence significant degrees of spontoneous, lateral communication, we can use the concept of informality to see how such claims are enacted within the complex matrix of everyday face-to-face interaction.

The topics and ideas presented in this article also contribute to our understanding of the topic of organizational culture. The organizational literature increasingly has come to describe organizations as cultures (Deal & Kennedy, 1982; Hatch, 1993; Martin, 1992; Schein, 1985; Trice & Beyer, 1992), that is, in terms of broad sets of shared norms, values, or schemas that guide patterns of cognition and interaction among individual members. The culture literature points to phenomena that are intermediate in range between macrostructural determinants and the person-centered theories of microorganizational research. Such phenomena (e.g., stories, myths, values, rituals and key symbols) are all experiences or meanings that are shared, thus their very ability to function as cultural mechanisms. Because formal and informal social situations are, by definition, broad typifications understood by all actors, they are ideally suited as mechanisms for transmission of cultural values. A situational focus or a focus on basic types of interaction orders thus provides a heretofore neglected but potentially important unit of cultural analysis.

Formality and informality are two distinct types of broad interactional schemas that are often used to describe dimensions of organizations under the rubric of culture. For instance, the comparison is often made between the cultures of Apple Computer and IBM, in a way that fits neatly into the dimension discussed here. Apple computer company's "loose informal culture" is said to contrast directly with the "starch-shirt correctness at IBM" (Gladstone, 1991: 1; also see Schein, 1985). If an overall culture of informality exists at Apple, this is another way of stating that most instances of social interaction at the company are informalistic. In situations that are generally a priori understood to be of the informal type, such an understanding imparts to members a significant degree of information regarding company values, expected behaviors, even expectations regarding how to feel. Such understandings likely play an important role in socialization processes of new employees and are important factors in guiding the organization of ongoing face-to-face behavior among existing employees. Understandings as to appropriate codes for the enactment of informality may inform members' manner of dress, expected manners regarding how to greet and to generally treat their peers or even their superiors, how conversational interruptions are likely to be construed, the degree of creativity and independent initiative that is likely to be expected, and so forth. Further, given the pressures for code consistency, we can generally understand how such a spirit of informality can exert considerable influence over actors' behavior. Individuals sense the costs of violating rules of code consistency, for example, by joking at a formal meeting or wearing a suit to the company picnic.

The concept of culture is particularly applicable to describing organic organizations existing in turbulent, uncertain environments. In such organizations, rational and technical forms of control (Edwards, 1979) are less likely to be employed as a means of coordinating and directing members' everyday behavior (Barley & Kunda, 1992). Because such organizations rely more heavily on normative forms of control (Etzioni, 1975), they are less amenable to description relative to a set of discrete, structural properties. It thus becomes all the more important that we seek normative models or schemas that can be used to explore and understand the characteristics of such organizations. The literature describing successful organic or innovative organizations often relies on metaphors such as "organized anarchies," "chaos," "white-water rafting," "giants learning to dance," or "carnivals." The concept of informality seems to capture some of the carnival-like, anarchic properties of such organizations: it thus seems helpful in analytically identifying an important cultural facet of such forms.

Although culture concepts are particularly applicable to more organic organizations, the literature clearly indicates that all organizations have cultural aspects. Indeed, the ideas developed in this article provide schemas for describing and recognizing cultural/normative aspects of bureaucratic organizations that have heretofore been underdefined. Weber's concept of bureaucracy is central to organizational theory. His model of bureaucracy contains a key element, impersonality, that has largely been regarded as a commonsense or else attitudinal construct. As noted, even Weber himself did not fully explicate the concept, but let it assume a somewhat taken-for-granted character. The notion of formality points to behavioral facets of impersonality and specifies how these behaviors function to foster and create an atmosphere of emotional and interpersonal detachment in bureaucratic organizations. Given the central importance of Weber's ideas to organizational theory, the value of refining and specifying the meaning of one of his ideal type constructs is considerable.

Finally, the implications exist not only for understanding but also for designing organizations. Firms are increasingly experimenting with items such as open office design (Konar & Sunstrom, 1985; Steele, 1973), informal dress codes (Bryant, 1992; Strom, 1992) and the explicit exchange of first names among personnel of all hierarchic levels (Morand, 1993). Barley's (1983) semiotic study of the codes of funeral directing illustrates how codes, in addition to being narrowly denotative, also have wider-reaching, more inclusive connotations. For instance, the size of a manager's desk may be broadly evocative of the general idea of "status hierarchies" (Barley, 1983). By extension, the wearing of jogging shoes can "mean," or connote, something far broader than the simple idea that the wearer desires to be more comfortable or plans to engage in physical exercise. A tie is similarly more than an accoutrement to a suit: it may function as a symbolic vehicle that connotes formality in the broadest sense of the term. We can thus use the concept of informality to understand some of the broader ramifications of encouraging employees of a firm to switch from suit and tie into polo shirt and khaki pants as their everyday office attire. Based on ideas presented in this article, we can deduce why such a change in attire would be anticipated to have wider repercussions, such as fostering an atmosphere of creativity and interpersonal familiarity, either within the firm, or among employees and clients of the firm. We can similarly understand the broader ramifications of a company policy encouraging the use of first names among all personnel, or understand how the choice of decor in a physical setting can give rise to situational formality or informality at a more general, thematic level.

A strong caveat, however, exists. It is simplistic to presume that because informality can play a positive role, simply to introduce or attempt to manipulate it will necessarily bring about the desired effects. Recall the embeddedness of interaction orders within Figure 1. For interaction orders to play a positive role in organizations, they must be adapted to external and task contingencies, consistent with structural attributes of organizations, and understood by members to be consonant with the overarching culture of an organization. One of the particular problems or drawbacks to informality may be that it can become too loose and unregulated. Thus, for instance, recall that the effective involvement bred by situational informality is successful in innovative, high-tech firms because actors identify with the goals of their organization--they accept informality as an organizationally legitimized means to achieve certain goals. Similarly, by means of constant self-monitoring organizational members regulate the chaotic tendencies of informality in ways that are consonant with organizational objectives. Sigmund Freud was fond of starting that one of the goals of civilization was to have the emotional, libidinal forces of the id placed in the service of the superego or societal conscience, that is, for the emotions to be channeled in ways that are socially useful. In a similar vein, we might venture that the forces unleashed by informality, in order to be effective, must be placed in the service of the organization.

Further, and as alluded to in the previous text, social relations organized according to the principles of formality may prove dysfunctional, but in the opposite direction. Rather than too loose and undisciplined, formality can suffer the pitfall of excessive "tightness" and rigidity. Merton (1957: 151-160) specifically noted these dysfunctions, stating that bureaucratic formality can lead to "overconformity" and "excessive devotion to regulations," impersonality to "trained incapacity," even "haughtiness" or "arrogance."

In sum, although I have emphasized the direct functional role that might be played by both formality and informality in organizations, these forms of interaction can certainly play other roles. For instance, consider how the informal social relations described by human relations theorists (which, as noted, share some degree of overlap with the behavioral informality described herein) are depicted as harboring the potential both to enhance or to detract from organizational goals. Even further, and as previously noted, it is certainly possible that informalistic relations might at times be organizationally neutral, representing no more than social intercourse occurring during break times and having little direct relation to the actual performance of work.

CONCLUSION

The terms formality and informality are frequently employed by organizational actors and scholars alike to describe interactional phenomena along the parameters outlined in the previous sections. Although formality and informality tend to be taken-for-granted aspects of social reality, these are in fact skillful accomplishments that rely on a range of specificable behavioral minutia and shared interpretive schemes. In this article, I have ventured to provide a framework for identifying and interpreting such behaviors. I also have suggested ways in which these behaviors might be critical to the social construction (Berger & Luckmann, 1966) and production (Goffman, 1959, 1963, 1983) of role relations and task behavior in different types of organizations. There are undoubtedly some missing pieces, overgeneralizations, and loose ends to the arguments presented, yet this is the very first attempt within the literature to investigate a set of behaviors and occasions that seem germane to organizational analysis.

Future work should continue to assess the organization of social situations relative to formality and informality. Part of this may be accomplished in laboratory or in delimited field conditions. The degree of lean in one's bodily posture (Mehrabian, 1972), the incidence of phonological slurring (Labov, 1972). and conversational interruptions (Tannen, 1983) are capable of precise operationalization, It is thus possible to measure formality and informality. to chart the frequency of codes' occurrence in o situation. and to assess their degree of consistency with one another. In the future. researchers should also use qualitative, ethnographic approaches to further validate these dimensions and their associated behavioral codes. They also might assess actors' interpretation and definition of situations relative to these interaction orders. For example. one might query members about the prevailing interactional climate in their organizations, thus assessing the degree to which they hold a common definition of the situation. Such work also should attempt to refine linkages between formality or informality and organizational effectiveness and, by implication. also further query when and how these orders are organizationally dysfunctional.

To reiterate, writers describing more organic, innovative organizations (or even traditional manufacturing organizations undergoing the transition from bureaucratic strictness toward innovativeness, e.g., McWhirten, 1993) often use the dimension of informality to describe patterns of observed social behavior. By delving into the meaning underlying such commonsense descriptions and exploring its relation to organizational effectiveness, we can hope to further flesh out the paradigm that began with Burns and Stalker (1968) and continues today as more organizations seem to be shifting into organic or network configurations.

Bureaucracy and bureaucratic impersonality are sometimes referred to in pejorative terms. Indeed. they exist in stark contrast to the idealized properties of many contemporary organizations. yet formality and impersonality have important functions in organizations. Because we are now more able to see formality for what it is, we are in a better position to understand that such formality is not inconsistent with "high-performance" systems. For this merely depends on just what type of performances--here meant in Goffman's dramaturgical sense--are desired.
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(1) For example, putting on a "poker face" in a card game is not always easy.

(2) The terms environment, task environment, and technology are used with a degree of interchangeability in the management literature (see Scott, 1992: 226-256). Because descriptions of technical and external environments both tend to deal with the effects of uncertainty and ambiguity on organizational routines and practices, they are employed here in such an interrelated sense.

(3) Note: Structural elements are listed separately in Figure 1 because they may certainly exert independent effects upon behavior. However. it is also possible that structural elements are derivatives of environmental and task contingencies (e.g., the literature recognizes that varying environmental contingencies tend to give rise to two basic types of organizations, as defined by structural features 

Burns & Stalker, 1968: Lawrence & Lorsch, 1986

). Although, for the sake of parsimony, Figure 1 does not depict this relationship, it is certainly possible for such a linkage to exist.

(4) Note: The idea here is that individuals will report a greater sense of distance from other actors, yet it is also possible for role distance to exist between an actor and the official role he or she fills. Thus, a judge may report that she perceives her identity as a private citizen to be detached and separate from her role as a judge. In either case, the overall effect is the same, for, by extension, the judge who is personally distant from her official role becomes distant from other actors in the courtroom when she is filling that official role.

(5) With respect to the relation between interaction orders and their by-products, it may at times be possible to view behaviors both as cause and consequence of a given role orientation. For example, with respect to social distance, use of formal language may generate or establish a social relation on a certain footing. In this case, behavior is labeled as a cause. However, it is also possible to construe patterns of language usage as an outcome of a given social relationship. Although both possibilities exist, this is ultimately a "chicken and egg" problem, the resolution of which is not essential to the underlying logic of Figure 1. The major emphasis of the figure is premised on the role of recurrent patterns of microbehavior in enacting broader relational patterns. Although patterns of behavior do not originate in a social vacuum, the most consequential causal linkages emanate out of the matrix of concrete, communicative behaviors engaged in by across on an ongoing basis. Figure 1 is intended to indicate that when patterns and modes of interaction represented by informalistic or formal interaction orders are well established and in continuous operation, they then generate and sustain certain more systemic, encompassing patterns of role or task orientation. The linkages displayed provide a way to work back up levels of analysis, in order to understand how interaction orders can ultimately have an impact on elements on the left side of Figure 1.

(6) Of course, in some instances the development of feelings of identity or affiliation with others may be perceived as a valuable and desirable adjunct to decision making. For example, the presence of a detached impersonality might make the decision to administer an electric shock to another human being easier. Although from the point of view of organizational rules and goals, such a decision may be deemed "objective," it is clearly not ethical. Also, see the discussion in a later section in this paper about some of the other potential pitfalls of formality.

(7) Indeed. one implication here is that even relatively informal organizations, under circumstances where procedural fairness is deemed paramount.,may want to revert to more formality.

(8) An astute reviewer noted that formality, rather than constructively managing conflict, might at times unconsciously reinforce majority group hegemony. Although formalistic mechanisms such as turn taking and topic selection are likely in any context to engender fairness and procedural equity, other elements of formality may at times encode the values of a dominant group, and by so doing suppress minority identity. For instance, although a suit and tie is emblematic of formality, the symbolism is ultimately arbitrary. Why, for example, must women, to conform to the demands of formalistic situations (i.e., to be taken seriously), adopt the standard accoutrement that was originally employed as the norm for males, as opposed to another standard of dress that could theoretically be equally emblematic of formality? Similarly, although some elements of formalistic speech, such as absence of phonological slurring, are objective indexes of formality, other aspects are theoretically less value free. For example, definitions of what constitutes colloquial or nonstandard usage vary, to a degree, among minority or subcultural groups. What is standard and proper usage for a minority group may be deemed by members of a dominant, majority group to represent colloquial and nonstandard usage--yet it is the dominant group that may set overall standards for what is or is not formal in many organizations. Thus, dominant-group values may be tacitly encoded in some otherwise formalistic contexts. Consequently, perceptions of justice may to some degree be socially constructed and manufactured.

The above objection does not undermine the argument; it merely suggests that in some instances the claims may not perfectly hold. This is consistent with the assertion, previously noted, that formalistic situations may function to legitimate systems of authority. Accordingly, although informalistic systems are in general innovative and capable of change, because formality maintains order it is intrinsically conservative. If the "order," or status quo, which formality maintains encodes majority group values, such formalistic systems, it follows, may sometimes perpetuate or protect dominant ideologies.

(9) Although the focus here is on relations among personnel within an organization, informality also might mediate relations between members and clients of a firm. For example, a car salesperson might rely on an atmosphere of cordiality and loose informality to gain the favor, trust, and friendship of a potential buyer.
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