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IOR

When the Institute for Operational Research was formed in 1963, its founders had some bold aspirations in view. The hope was that IOR — as it was soon to become known — could make new and significant contributions to the ways in which people are able to come to grips with decisions of strategic importance, both within organisations and in the wider world of public affairs.

By now, enough time has passed for us to be able to review these ambitions in the light of experience, and to set new directions for the future. This prospectus therefore sets out to describe something about what IOR now does; how it works; what it has achieved so far; and how its staff intend to build on these foundations in the years ahead.

the Tavistock setting

In describing IOR and its work, it is important that we should begin by explaining something of the work and philosophy of its parent organisation, the Tavistock Institute of Human Relations. The Tavistock Institute was incorporated in 1947, as an independent association not for profit, and is concerned with the advancement of applied social sciences in settings ranging from the family to the large organisation. The launching of IOR, as a new research venture within this wider framework, was the outcome of a joint initiative on the part of the Tavistock Institute and the Operational Research Society in the United Kingdom. Members of both bodies found that they shared an aim of building further on the advances of earlier decades in applying scientific thinking to the practices of decision-making in organisations. They recognised too that the comparatively new discipline of operational research, which offered a means of exploring the structural relationships of complex decision problems, could be reinforced by the insights of social scientists into the social, organizational and political relations among the decision-makers. And among their primary goals was that of applying these combined scientific resources in penetrating what IOR's first Director, Neil Jessop, described as "the broad social and economic sphere, where policy decisions affect the life of the ordinary man profoundly".

range of work 

The diagram opposite gives a picture of the overall pattern of work which has now developed from these beginnings. Over the years, studies in a variety of practical fields, both operational and strategic, have provided a fund of experience on which to draw in developing new approaches at a broader scientific level. Many studies have been commissioned by clients concerned to find better solutions to urgent practical problems. But important elements of continuity have been added through longer-term programmes of work, supported by government departments, in such fields as health care planning and the development of management practices within central government. These programmes, alongside some more basic research projects sponsored by foundations, research councils and industrial consortia, have allowed new ideas to be developed, tested and applied in relation to diverse sets of local circumstances. Meanwhile, from time to time, intensive workshop and seminar programmes have been mounted, using realistic group exercises as a means of disseminating the fruits of IOR work more widely among those in a position to make use of them in practice.

style of work 
The staff of IOR share with their other Tavistock colleagues a belief in the value of combining research with action — action in the sense of working directly with and for people involved in difficult problem situations. Of course, the appropriate balance between scientific aims and more immediate objectives can vary widely between assignments. When working in broad strategic fields, we have found that our aim of combining research with action can pose especially difficult challenges, as the project team must then relate to a many-sided "client system" in which multiple interests and expectations can come into play. Indeed, the way in which relationships between researchers and clients tend to evolve in the course of such an assignment has provided IOR with an important topic of background study at the more theoretical level.
contributions to practice 

The interactive style of working which has been adopted in most of IOR's applied studies means that, wherever these have succeeded in securing change within organisations, the achievement has usually not been that of the research team alone. Among the more prominent examples of successful operational studies so far have been projects in which IOR staff have taken a leading part in designing commissioning processes for new hospitals, and in introducing new management practices for the effective and flexible use of resources once they come into operation. Other instances of direct contribution to organisational change are provided by projects in the electricity supply industry, where new forms of predictive information system have been introduced, and in various parts of the civil service. In most cases, the aim has not been merely to bring about innovations in the immediate operational setting, but to help those within the organisation to develop and retain their capacities to adapt their working arrangements to further unforeseen contingencies.

planning processes research 

Of the more basic research themes which have been developing alongside these operational studies, one of the most widely known and applied so far relates to the appreciation of planning as a process of strategic choice. This set of concepts emerged from a study, supported by the Nuffield Foundation, into the realities of decision-making in Coventry City Council. Here was a process in which people came together to grapple with difficult and interconnected issues, against a background of insistent pressures for decisive action. By interpreting the way the decision-makers sought to "manage" the various sources of uncertainty they encountered, we were able to develop a set of relatively simple and informal analytical techniques, which can be used within the setting of any continuous, adaptive planning process. These techniques offer logical aids to the structuring of complex problems, and to the balancing of flexibility against commitment over time; they are now finding increasing acceptance by planners working both in local government and elsewhere. Meanwhile, the basic philosophy of planning as strategic choice has been further adapted by introducing some insights from political science, to form a body of ideas about planning at the inter-organisational level. The importance of this level of planning has emerged clearly in many of IOR's applied studies; and it has become clear how misleading it can be to rely on concepts which pertain to the management of the single corporate organisation. Indeed, it has been found that effective communication across organisational boundaries depends heavily on personal "network-building" skills — skills which it can be important to encourage rather than impede when developing structures of links between organisations at a more formal level.

policy and its application 

Another developing line of research, which builds upon several strands of our project experience, concerns the making of policy and its relationship to the ways in which people tackle problems closer to the "grass roots" of organisational and community life. Experience shows that central policy guidelines can often become very blunt instruments for influencing local actions, as they can rarely succeed in matching the full subtlety of the human and operational problems that arise from day to day. Indeed, we have found that people who deal with specific local problems must often become adept in handling the conflicts that can arise when trying to work within multiple policy guidelines, imposed from different centres of authority or influence. In turn, those accountable for the formation of central policies must learn to monitor these symptoms of local "policy stress" if they are to keep their policy positions in tune with continually changing circumstances. In most public sector settings — and often in the private sector too — we have found that these processes of policy development may call for mutual adjustments between representatives of diverse professional, institutional and political interests. Two recent studies — in the Scottish Health Service and in the preparation of strategic plans for English counties — have begun to demonstrate that, even at this difficult and demanding level, there is a potential for improving communication through introducing systematic aids to the analysis of issues and their relationships.

future aspirations 

What of the future? As concern rises over the apparent turbulence and complexity of the environment in which we live, so people become more aware of the deficiencies in those processes of planning and policy formation through which any form of collective response must be mounted. This concern has recently led, in several countries, to the launching of new initiatives and institutions in the field of policy research — a field into which we in IOR have ourselves been increasingly drawn in the course of our work. Indeed, it will be a fitting extension of our original aims if we can aspire, by the end of the present decade, to become widely recognised - and also widely consulted — as a leading centre in this important and expanding field. To earn such a recognition, we shall wish to build further on the capacity we have been developing to come to grips with those subtle processes of planning and policy formation which transcend the operational responsibilities of individual agencies. However, our grounding in operational experience will remain vital, and this must be sustained through retaining and enhancing our capacity to carry out more specific local assignments, whether in an organisational or a community setting.

present staff and deployment

At present, our potential for future development depends mainly on the experience, personal resources and reputations of the group's scientific staff. Of the current total of twenty-two, just over half now work from the Tavistock Centre in London, where all other groups of the Tavistock Institute are located. This offers opportunities for us to build further on those essential forms of balance which we have always sought to develop in our work — between research and action objectives, between social and technical perspectives, between more localised and more central views of policy and planning processes. It is relevant too that IOR's Midlands office in Coventry, which has provided a springboard for much past work in the local government field, is now proving its value not only as a research base but as a convenient location for coming together with local and regional decision-makers in seminars, workshops and similar interactive events. Meanwhile, a newer and as yet smaller office in Edinburgh is poised to provide a base for the development of policy studies in the distinctive and rapidly-changing setting of Scotland. When forming project teams, it is IOR's practice to draw flexibly on the resources of all three of these locations. Responsibilities for project leadership and developmental activities are widely shared among members of the group, while a small central staff committee provides a focus for dealing with more general management issues.

priorities for development 

Among our priorities for institutional development, one of the most important will be to strengthen further our scientific links with other centres of planning and policy research in Britain and overseas, both by working jointly on projects and by exchanges and secondments of experienced individual scientists. As a modest step towards facilitating these and other exchanges, a new "scientific link fund" has recently been launched within the group. A further priority will be to extend the range of basic skills within the group itself, both by judicious recruitment and by striving to develop to the full the resources of existing staff. But IOR continues, as it has from the beginning, to operate on close margins between income and expenditure, without the backing of any form of assured institutional finance. We therefore regard it as crucial over the next few years that we should explore prospects for new sources of investment, which can support a steady development of the institutional base on which the performance of individuals and teams must depend. Yet we see it as equally vital that we should continue to broaden and deepen our relevant working experience, by undertaking an expanding range of applied studies geared to important and urgent issues. In this way, we shall seek to carry forward our distinctive contribution to a goal which has been succinctly described as `the mutual enrichment of the social sciences and the important practical affairs of man'. To aim for sustained progress in these terms will, we believe, offer more than enough challenge over the demanding years ahead.
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STAFF MEMBERS, ADDRESSES AND PUBLICATIONS

SCIENTIFIC STAFF: D. T. Bryant, M. Floyd, P. M. Foster, J. K. Friend (C), Eva Gregory, Dr. R. Harris (C), D. A. Hickling (C), Dr. J. M. H. Hunter*, R. A. Jones, W. G. Lind (E), J. Luckman, M. E. D. Melvin (E), D. W. Millen, Dr. H. Murray, Dr. C. E. A. Noad (C), M. E. Norris, J. de B. Pollard (C), B. R. Quarterman, P. J. Shipp, Dr. P. K. Spink* , A. S. Sutton (C), H. C. Wiseman (E).
* on temporary attachment overseas

ADMINISTRATIVE STAFF: Betty Fox (C), Jean Goodes, Ursula Granville, Christine Jeffery (C), Pamela Rant, Catherine Vyner (E)

KEY TO LOCATIONS: (C) based at Coventry office: IOR, 4 Copthall House, Station Square, COVENTRY CV1 2PP TELEPHONE (0203) 20201; (E) based at Edinburgh office: IOR, 56 Albany Street, EDINBURGH EH1 3QR (031) 556-4908; all other staff at London: IOR, Tavistock Centre, Belsize Lane, LONDON NW3 5BA (01)435-7111

MANAGEMENT COMMITTEE 1976-77: 
J. K. Friend (Chairman); J. Luckman (Executive Secretary); D. T. Bryant; H. C. Wiseman

GENERAL ENQUIRIES should be addressed to John Luckman, Executive Secretary, at the London address above (01-435-7111 extension 347 or 293) or — if more convenient — to John Friend in Coventry or Colin Wiseman in Edinburgh.

MAIN PUBLICATIONS arising from IOR work:
Crighton, C. (ed.) Interdependence and Uncertainty: a Study of the Building Industry London, Tavistock Publications, 1966

Friend, J.K. & Jessop, W.N. Local Government and Strategic Choice: an Operational Research Approach to the Processes of Public Planning.  Oxford, Pergamon Press, 1976

Luck, G. M., Luckman, J., Smith, B. W. & Stringer, J.  Patients, Hospitals and Operational Research London, Tavistock Publications, 1971

Friend, J. K., Power, J. M. & Yewlett, C. J. L.  Public Planning: the Inter-Corporate Dimension. London, Tavistock Publications, 1974

MONOGRAPHS**:

Higgin, G. W. & Jessop, W. N.  Communications in the Building Industry: report of a pilot study London, Tavistock Publications, 1963

Morgan, J. R. & Luck, G. M.  Managing Capital Investment: the `total' investment' system. Rugby, Mantec Publications, 1973

Hickling, D. A. Managing Decisions: the Strategic Choice Approach. Rugby, Mantec Publications, 1974

** a fuller list of published papers and reports, and of monographs published under IOR auspices — including the IOR health report series — can be supplied on request.
OTHER PUBLICATIONS reflecting associated areas of work in the Tavistock Institute:

Trist, E. L., Higgin, G. W., Murray, H. & Pollock, A. M. Organizational Choice: Capabilities of Groups at the Coal Face under Changing Technologies.  London: Tavistock Publications, 1963.

Clark, A. W. (ed.)  Experimenting with Organizational Life:  the Action Research Approach.  London, Plenum Press, 1976
Background


This file IOR1976Policy.doc reprints an IOR promotional leaflet of 1976, the cover page of which is reproduced above.  Three years earlier, the staff of IOR had been strengthened by an internal merger with a group of social scientists from the sister unit of the Tavistoick Institute then known as the Human Resources Centre. *  The merged unit now employed 28 staff working from offices in London, Coventry and Edinburgh.  John Stringer had recently resigned as Director following his appointment to a new University Chair in Australia, leaving the unit’s management in the hands of a elected management committee.  


The time chart reproduced on page 6 presented an impressionistic view of the interconnections that had been developing in the early 1970’s between IOR’s four main programme areas in health and social services; in local government; in central government and in industry.  Much of the work that had fuelled the expansion of IOR in the earlier 1970’s had been conducted within rolling programmes involving collaboration with newly-formed operational research groups in the two departments of central government concerned with health in England and with civil service management.  These programmes were however now coming under increasing pressure because of growing restrictions on public expenditure, reflecting the economic turbulence of that era.  


Meanwhile, a succession of projects for other government departments, including in particular those responsible for local and regional development planning in England, and for health services and local planning in Scotland, were providing an increasingly diverse base of experience for IOR’s developing research interest in inter-organisational decision-making in public policy fields.  This theme had by now attracted to IOR a succession of research grants from the UK government’s Social Science Research Council – now the Economic and Social Research Council. 


* In 1979, the merged unit adopted the new name Centre for Organisational and Operational Research (COOR).  All unit names later disappeared when the Tavistock Institute adopted a more unified management  structure in 1985.  
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