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Abstract. This paper argues that events of the past decade
have accelerated the development of ~ol laborative relationships
among local human service organizations, the consequences being a
growing number of community-based service del ivery systems. An
empirical study of two communities identified 33 interorganlzational
systemsj 15 were selected for exploratory study. Results indicate
that age of the system, extent of state control, and technological
complexity are variables useful in explaining: (1) differences in
methods that interagency systems use to coordinate and integrate
their joint work effortsj and (2) differences in how workers
perceive the effectiveness of their service del ivery systems. It is
shown that administrators involved in interorganizational systems
should strive for a balance between service complexity and the
amount of coordination and integration used, and that this balance
becomes more difficult to maintain as systems age.

During the 1960s there was an expansion in categorically funded
services in communities across the United States. As the publ ic
service sector grew, there developed an interest in the coordination
and integration of community-based service del ivery. Federal
legislation such as Model Cities, the Older Americans Act, and the
Comprehensive Employment and Training Act provided funds for
services, as"wel I as the planning, coordination, and integration of
interorganizational service del ivery systems. Large scale
demonstration and evaluation programs, such as the SITO projects,
were implemented and lasted into the early 1970s.

During the 1970s evaluations of these projects became
ovai lable. Several studies focused on the theoretical question of
interorganizationol cooperation: the conditions under which
autonomous organizations would cooperate (Hal I, 1977, Uan de Uen &
Ferry, 1980), and the patterns of cooperation (Schmidt &Kochan,
1977). The program evaluations looked at measures of successful
performance--community support, number of cl ients exchanged, number
of joint programs (DeWitt, 1977j Agronoff & Pattakos, 1979). Both
research and evaluation relied in part on an open systems framework
appl ied to the Interorqanizational field (Litwak, 1970) and to
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exchange theory as a means of studying the I inkages and
re Iat! onsh Ips between organ Izati ons (Lev Ine 8. Uh It e, 1961; Cook,
1977). The results of this work, however, were disappointing to
many (Morrissey et 01" 1982). There did not develop consensus
concerning the meaning of many Important concepts: It become obvious
that terms were too brood and needed further delineation (Morris 8.
Lescoh Ier, 1978).

How Is the time to refocus attention on Interorganlzatlonal
studies because:

(1) Changes In social policy and regulations have: (0) forced
many communities to develop Interagency service systems that must
assumeresponslbl I Itles formerly belonging to the state (one example
Is the delnstltutlonal Ization of the chronic mentally I I I), and (2)
required communities to substitute services for downsized federal
programs (one example Is the replacement of In-patient hospital care
with in-home health care for the elderly),

(2) Hew theories have made the development of new knowledge
more I ikely, For example, pol itlcal scientists have found evidence
of the evolutionary advantages of cooperation (Axelrod, 1984),
Sociologists taking an ecological perspective are working on
developmental models of 'communitles of organizatlons~ (Aldrich,
1979 i Carro II) 1984).

(3) There are new analytic techniques which make the study of
Interorganlzational behavior more fruitful (MacKenzie, 1966; Uan de
Uen 8. Ferry, 1980; Morrissey et 01, 1984),

Methods

Data Collect ion

In 1985 the author completed a study of 15 service del Ivery
systems located In two counties in the Midwest; their pseudonyms are
Farnam Count y, Ii II no is (pOPtJ! ati on 160,022) and Fu It on Count y, Iowa
(popu Iat Ion 165,968), In contt'ast with ear I Ier research, wh Ich
focused on dyadic relationships between organizations, this research
project took the system as the unit of analysis, As no procedures
existed for taking a sample of service del ivery systems within these
communities, the author had to establ ished her own protocol,

The selection process resulted in a sample of seven
interorgonizational service del Ivery systems in each county:
adoption services, hospice care, maternal health core, emergency
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services to female victims, chi Id protection services, juveni Ie
del inquency services, and elderly in-home care. A fifteenth set
which provides services to young chronic mentally i II clients in
Farnam County was included at a later date.

Oual Itatlve and quantitative data were collected. Every
possible effort was made to use concepts and language readi Iy
understandable to the subjects. The questionnaires were pretested
with good results, and all were administered in personal interviews
which 01 lowed ample time for questions and clarification,

Instrumentgtion

The empirical data reported in this paper were obtained via two
questionnaires, one for administrators and program supervisors
(H=131) and one for direct service workers (H=297), In testing the
rei lobi 1ity of the instruments, an alpha of ,864 was obtained for
the first questionnaire and .767 for the second.

The instruments yielded data on 22 variables that describe the
structure, work processes, and performances of Interorganizational
systems, The results have been r~ported in a number of formats
(Alter, 1985, 19870, 1987b, 1987c; Alter t Hage, 1987a, 1987b), The
results reported belolll focuses on three dependent variables that
represent collaborative work processes--methods of coordination,
mechanisms of task integration, and perceptions of performance gap,

Methods of Coordination were defined as the means uti I ized by
administrators and supervisors to make joint decisions and control
the wayan interorganizational service is del ivered, 1t is
generally accepted that regulation of work systems is achieved by
programming or by feedback (March L Simon, 1958; Thompson, 1967;
Hage, 19(4), Coordinat ion,. then, is conceptual ized here as varying
with regard to the amount of feedback util ized: (1) impersonal
methods such as written rules require no feedback; (2) personal
methods 5uch 05 designated coordinators and informal communication
channels require moderate feedback; (3) collectiye methods of
decision making utilize high level of feedback (Van de Uen et 01 'J

19(6). This definition of coordination asserts, therefore, that
impersonal methods represent I ittle or no coordination whi Ie group
methods represent a large amount of coordination.

Mechanisms of Task Integration refer to the extent to which the
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work process requires collaboration among personnel as opposed to
workers being independent of one another (Mohr, 1971). This
variable is conceptual ized as increasing level of task
interdependence: (1) sequential arrangements where cl ients flow from
agency to agency and receive services one at a time; (2) reciprocal
arrangements where cl ients receive services simultaneously from more
than one agency at a timej and (3) collective arrangements where
clients are served by an interagency team (Uan de Uen et ai, 1976).
This definition asserts that sequential cl ient flows represents
I ittle or no task integration whi Ie collective cl ient flows
represents a large amount of task integration.

Performance Gap is a very difficult concept to operational ize
across a diverse set of interorganizational service systems. In this
research project an effort was made to control for environmental
difference that impact system effectiveness by conceptual izing
performance as a gap--the difference between how effective
participants think their interorganizational system is, and how
effective it could be (taking into account specific barriers that
workers encounter dai Iy). This is a perceptual measure. Workers
were asked to indicate on a ten-point scale: (1) the degree to which
they consider their service system to be worthwhi Ie and effective;
and (2) the degree to which they bel ieve it is possible for their
system to be effective given specific barriers to best practice.
Perception of performance gap is the difference between these two
scores.

Date Analysis

The analytic method uti lized was network analysis which
requires aggregating data to the systems ievel. For example,
although there were several hundred individual respondents (N=428),
their responses had to be aggregated to the organizational level
(N=158), and the organizational scores had to be aggregated to the
system level (N=15). - Inherent in this process are al I the problems
associated with smal I samples--Iack of statistical power, inabi I ity
to general ize, etc. It is important, however, to do this type of
research if service del ivery is to be better understood. For a ful I
description of -the methodology developed for the study, including
sampl ing techniques and survey instruments, please contact the
author. For an extended discussion of the methodological problems
associated with interorganizational research, see Morrissey et al.
(1982, 1984).
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Results

Stages of Interorganizatlonal Service System Development

Developmental histories of the 15 service systems in the
sample shows that they were created when community attitudes
identified a new client population. Two examples wi I I suffice. The
Women's Movement changed attitudes about the nature of sexual
assault and domestic violence. These changed attitudes resulted in
cooperative relationships betmeen clusters of hospitals, law
enforcement agencies, and counsel ing organizations. Likewise,
changes in the abortion law and In community standards regarding
single parents have required adoption agencies to redefine their
cl ients as special needs chi Idren rather than infants--a change
requiring these agencies to join together In regional and national
campaigns to recruit homes and place chi Idren.

Responding to newly perceived needs, service delivery systems
have had to acquire resources. Funding and technology has been
obtained horizontally (from the community), or vertically (from
state or federal sources), or from a combination of the two. AI I ·of
the early rape counseling and domestic violence systems, for
example, were initiated by local effort, whi Ie special needs
adoption systems have often uti I Ized a combination of federal,
state, and local funding.

Hewly Created Systems. In this sample, there were five
systems classified as newly created systems. - Their age range was
one to five years. There were two hospice care systems (Alter,
1987b), two victim service systems, and one system serving the young
mentally ill. Hot al I of these systems may survive their first five
years: one of the hospice systems, for example, is struggling
financially and may be forced to change its structure dramatically
Ifit is to surv ive at a I I .

These new systems can be described as disorganized. They are
large, sprawl ing, and their referral patterns are often very
complex. Special izatlon among the member organizations is very low;
that is, these agencies do their own intake and assessment rather
than agree on a division of labor where members are assigned
specl-fic functional roles. Each agency is a general ist in regard to
the functional requirements of the system. The system is,



31

therefore, very decentralized; there Is no core organization through
which a large proportion of clients flow. This typifies the type of
system that causes community planners to tear their hair and al lows
cl ients to fal I through cracks. The system does not systematically
channel and track cl I~nts through Its maze of agencies and services.

Young Systems. There are five systems categorized as young:
they were created more than five but less ten years ago. In this
group are two systems providing prenatal medical care and
social/educational services to pregnant teens, two systems providing
adoption services, and one In-home health care for elderly patient
(A Iter, 1967c). A number 0 f t rends can be observed. In genera I,
the structure of the system begins to solidify: It is more easily
identified and its properties become more Intensified (Alter &Hage,
1967b). The~e is a tendency for the systems to become more
central ized and different1ated, to serve larger volumes of clients
and/or provide service for a longer duration, and for them to grow'
in the number of participating organizations. In other words, as
these systems aged, they moved toward bureaucratic structural forms,
and away from the more flexible forms that characterized their early
years.

Established Systems. There are five systems in the sample
which are over 10 years old: two juveni Ie justice systems (Alter,
1967a), one well elderly system (Alter, 19670), and tIDo child
protection systems. Although these systems are the largest in term
of scale of service--they consume the most resources because of
number of ci ients and duration of servlce--they are smaller in size
than their younger counterparts (have fewer participating agencies).
It appears that a point Is reached in the developmental process at
which further increase in number of participating organizations is
dysfunct lonal: in order to gain incremental efficiencies, size is
reduced. This shrinkage in size which occurs toward the end of the
first decade was accomplished because these systems had been become
highly central ized and control led by state agencies.

Increasing Uertical Control

There are a number of environmental variables which explain
the developmental processes described above. One variable shows
strong predictive power: it Is the degree to which states take
control of community-based systems. As time advanced and the number
of ci lents perceived as needing service Increased, administrators of
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participating organizations in this sample solicited and captured
vertical funding. As increased support was obtained, state agencies
providing the funds demanded accountabl I Ity, which was imposed by
means of increasing the formality of the operating procedures. To
general ize this process, the hypothesis Is:

Hypothesis 1: As service del Ivery systems develop, vertical
control Increases and decision making authority for system
operations Is transferred from community organizations to
state governmental units.

This proposition was tested by looking at the relationship
between age of the service del Ivery system and the degree to which
Itis cont ro II ed by a st at e agency. Leve j 0 f cont ro I Is a
perceptual measure: local administrators were asked to indicate on a
ten point scale the degree to which they can make the decisions
which affect their Interorganizatlonal service del Ivery ( i.e.
el iglbl I ity standards, service intensity, comprehensiveness, and
duration of service), AMOUA produced the findings In Table 1,

Tab Ie 1 Increas ing Leve Iso f St at e Cont ro I by Categor ized
Age of Service Del ivery System

Age of System

Hew Systems « 5 Yrs.)
Young Systems (6<10 Yrs,)
Established Systems (10<20

Level of Control
(Mean Score)

3,40
3.45

Yrs,) 7,20

Scheffe
(F-test)

,019
13.461 *
12.929 **

95% Sig. * Hew vs, Establ ished ** Young vs. Establ ished

As can clearly be observed in Table 1, those systems that were
between ten and 20 years of age were perceived by local
administrators as being control led to a significantly greater extent
by state authorities than by themselves, This Is a very strong
relationship. When vertical control is regressed on age as a
continuous variable, there Is a strong positive relationship and the
variance accounted for is very large (Adj, R-Square=.72; F
test=17,94; p<,0003; df=14,) It is possible, of course, that there
Is another environmental variable that is an Intervenor; however, at
this point in the research it appears that this is a theoretically
Important relationship,
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Effects of State Control on Interorganizational Work Processes

Methods of Coordination. When we categorize service delivery
systems by increasing levels of state control and look at the work
processes being used, differences become obvious. Specifically,
systems with the most state control tend to rely on impersonal
coordinating methods to a greater extent and personal coordinating
methods to a lesser extent. To general ize, we can say:

Hypothesis 2: As state control of community-based
service delivery systems increases, the amount of
coordination within the system tends to decrease.

If one accepts the proposition that impersonal methods
represent less coordination and parenthetically, less authority for
local decision making, then the I inkage between state control and
coordination methods becomes clear. Impersonal methods are the
means that hierarchical units use to control subordinate units.
These relationships are illustrated in Figure 1.

Figure 1 Profile of Coordination Methods on Increasing
Levels of State Control

Figure 1 plots an AMOUR which compares the mean scores for
each method of coordination across increasing levels of state
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control. As illustrated, when state control is low, systems
function on personal interaction between administrators: sharing of
resources, reciprocal referrals arrangements, planning and
maintenance of the system handled across organizational boundaries
through relationships based on friendship (Galaskiewicz &Shatin,
1981). Conversely, when state control is high--as when law
enforcement agencies are involved--systems are operated increasingly
by means of impersonal controlling mechanisms (Hall et al., 1977).
Furthermore, these are I inear relationships. When state control is
regressed on methods of coordination, betas and variance accounted
for are high and are not improved by using a polynomial equation.
This is not true for task integration.

Meehan isms of Task Int egrat ion. The re Iat! onsh ips between
state control and methods of task integration are very different.
In this sample of systems, as state control increases, reliance on
reciprocal and team methods of task integration increases whi Ie the
use of sequential methods decreases. To general ize, we con say:

Hypothesis 3: As state control of community-based
service del ivery systems increases, the amount of task
integration within the system also tends to increase.

These relationships are.·i I lustrated, in Figure 2.

Figure 2 Profi Ie of Task Integration Methods on Increasing
Levels of State Control
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Figure 2 compares the mean scores for each type of task
integrotion across increasing levels of state control. The trend
lines demonstrate that regardless of the level of state control,
reciprocal client flow is the predominant method of integrating and
sharing tasks across organizational boundaries. An interesting
finding is that increasing state control is associated with
increases in teaming and decreases in sequential client flows. This
supports the proposition that as state control increases, the amount
of task integration increases. Furthermore, the trend lines
demonstrate clearly that these are curvi I inear trends. In fact,
there are no linear relationships; explanation requires the use of
polynomials.

In summary, these results suggest that increasing state
control is associated with decreasing capacity of administrators to
coordinate their service systems. Their abi I ity to adjust to
changing needs and conditions of cl ients, to modify interagency
programs, and to innovate in service del ivery is dimJnished.
Simultaneously, it appears that opportunities for workers to
interact and to share tasks is increased. Important ramifications
are to be found in these opposing trends.

The Fai lure to Balance Service Complexity with Coordination and Task
Integration

The development of contingency theory in organizational
studies established that different organizational structures require
differing amounts of integration. When qual ity is the performance
objective, as is usually the case in human service del ivery, work
systems are highly complex and require highly integrative mechanisms
(Lawrence 8. Lorch, 1967 j Hage, 1980). The exp Ianat ion for t his
finding I ies in understanding that when diverse units must work
together. to achieve a mutual objective, there is a necessity for
mechanisms that wi I I engoge the disparate parts in joint planning
and management processes. When the work process is highly complex,
there is a necessity for mechanisms that wil I mesh dissimi lar
interventions and work tasks (Mi les, 1980). In other words, as
human service delivery develops it requires highly complex
techno Iog ies wh ich, in turn, necess itat e a high Ieve I 0 f
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collaboration betmeen morking units and individuals.

Does this principle, obtained from the theory of
organizational behavior, also hold for interorganizational work
processes? In general, the the answer is yes:

Hypotheses 4: As the age of service del ivery systems
increases, the amount of coordination fails to keep
pace with the level of complexity, while the amount
of task integration outstrips it.

In other words, there is a tendency over time for the amount
of coordination to fal I below what is needed and for the system to
over compensate with task integration. This hypothesis can be
tested by computing discrepancy scores~-the numeric difference
between a complexity score and the amount of coordination and the
amount of task integration found in the system. The results of this
analysis are shown in Figure 3.

Figure 3 Profi Ie of Discrepancies Between Service Complexity
and Amounts of Coordination and Task Integration
Categorized by Increasing Age of Service Systems
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discrepancy occurs because state authorities impose formal ized and
programmed operational procedures leaving I ittle discretion to local
administrators. Task integration, on the other hand, tends keep
pace with complexity because it is perceived by workers as necessary
for qual ity service and is somewhat more difficult for state
authorities to regulate. It is true that task integration is
costly, that its full cost is difficult to build into unit costs and
purchase of service agreements; nevertheless, among the systems
studied in this project there was a surprisingly large amount of
task integration occurring as compared to coordination of management
processes.

Perceptions of Performance Gap

What, then, is the consequence of these imbalances--the
fai lure of complexity and collaborative work processes to develop in
tandem? Rny answer requires a measure of performance (Orazin & Uan
de Uen, 1986). Perception of performance gap, as defined above, is
clearly one result found in the community systems studied to date.
The"hypothesis is:

Hypothesis 5: Workers' perceptions of performance
gap increase as imbalances between complexity and
col iaborative work process increase.

It is not the amount of coordination"and integration per se
that accounts for perceptions of poor performance; it is the fai lure
to meet the integrative needs of the system (which may vary widely
across systems). All service systems do not require high levels of
coordination; some systems can get along with rather low levels. It
is when work processes are highly complex, and the amount of
coordination is low, that workers perceive the effectiveness of
their service system as being less than it can be. These
relationships are confirmed by the regression analysis shown in
Table 2.

The results show clearly that high levels of state control
directly affect the level of perceptions of poor performance among
workers (r=.50). Furthermore, there is a negative association
between task integration discrepancy and performance gap (r=-.62):
as the imbalance between complexity and amount of task integration
decreases, performance gap increases. R curious finding!
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Table 2 Determinants of Perceptions of Performance Gap
in Service Del ivery Systems

State Control
Coordination Discrepancy
Integration Discrepancy

Direct Effects
(I')

.50

.38
-.62

Mult iple Effects
Std. Betas

.57 **

.42 *
-.64 ***

Adj. R Square=
F-Test=

Probab iii ty F=

* p<.05 ** p<.Ol *** p<.OOl

.74
14.07

.000

The regression model adds detai I to these findings. There
appears to be an interaction effect: 01 I three variable enter the
equation, coordination discrepancy with a positive sign and
integration discrepancy with a negative sign. In other words, state
control, not enough coordination, and too much task integration are
very good predictors of workers' negative attitudes (Adj.R
Square=.74; F-Test=14.07; p<.OOO).

Discussion

This study has explored the nature of cpl laborative work
processes in community-based service del ivery systems. Two types of
collaboration were identified as methods for meshing the efforts of
diverse units across organizational boundaries. Coordination is
required to achieve comprehensiveness and continuity of care across
the community service sector; task integration is necessary to
overcome the fragmentation that occurs when staff from different
agencies are involved in the implementation of the same care plan.
Both of these processes are necessary components of interagency
service del ivery.

The most important finding reported in this study is the
strong impact that state control has on the operations of these
systems. The establ ished systems in this study were governed by
forces removed from the community; local administrators had little
authority to make adjustments required for system effectiveness.
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The abi I ity of agency directors to make joint decisions necessary to
solve systemic problems was even more limited.

The large amount of task integration occurring in these
service systems was not anticipated, although perhaps it should have
been. In 1971 Thomas Mathiesen published an excellent account of
this dynamic in a phenomenological study entitled Across the
Boundaries of Organizations. In rich detai I he describes boundary
work: workers establish personal ties with workers in other
organizations in order to get the resources needed .by their clients.
The finding Is simple but very important: .it is much easier to
establ ish Interorqanizational direct service teams than
administrative decision making groups. It is far easier to share
work tasks than power.

The reason that large amounts of task integration contribute
to perceptions of performance gap is also easy to understand:
workers who have I ittle control over the operations of their work
systems, and who have close relationships with others in the same
situation, develop negative attitudes which they share. These
perceptions escalate and have serious negative impact on morale.

1fthere is a Iesson here, it I Ies In t he concept 0 f ba Iance-
or "good fit" as some term it. Those reponslble for community-based
systems--both state authorities and local adminlstrators--should
strive to find a good balance between these collaborative processes.
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