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Economics of Organisations

Assessment

Literature search and review

Background

A classic case study in the economics of organisations deals with the relations between General Motors and the Fisher Body company in the 1920s.

The first account was given by Klein et al (1978) and their interpretation structured all discussion for many years until Coase (2000) strongly criticised this ‘prevailing view’ on the grounds that it is factually incorrect.

Not only is Coase the founding father of modern transaction cost economics but he also visited the U.S. car industry in the early 1930s and interviewed a number of executives about the issues. This experience clearly lends much authority to his critique, and a vigorous debate has sprung up as a result.

In particular Klein (2007) has strongly defended his views, presenting a reformulation of the ‘prevailing view’ based on newly-available contemporary documents (GMFB 1919).

The task

Students will research and write a literature review and bibliography of up to 2,000 words under the title ‘Holding up General Motors? Issues in the Fisher Body case study’.

 As well as a list of works cited (‘references’) students will include a critical list of works consulted but not reviewed in depth (the ‘bibliography’). The citations, references and bibliography must be correctly formatted in the Harvard British Standard style implemented by the RefWorks bibliographic database program; the database itself must be included as part of the electronic submission of the assignment in the form of a RefWorks Tagged Format file.

The criteria for assessment will be

(i) the degree to which students’ discussion of the works reviewed displays a critical understanding of the principles of transaction cost economics

(ii) ability to evaluate the arguments and evidence presented in the texts (in particular, by suggesting issues that require further thought and empirical investigation).

(iii) literature search skills evidenced by breadth and depth of the bibliography.

(iv) proper use of direct and indirect quotation, and appropriate, accurate and correctly-formatted citation and referencing.

Preparation

The case study will be presented in an early lecture, and further reviewed in seminar work. The aims and methods of an academic literature review will also be dealt with in seminar work, as will research techniques and resources, and the use of the RefWorks program.

Aims and methods of a literature review are covered in chapter two of Fisher (2007), while citation and referencing is dealt with in Neville (2007); there are many other texts on writing dissertations and the scholarly apparatus that supports this.

Basic reading

Coase, R. H. (2000) ‘The Acquisition of Fisher Body by General Motors’, Journal of Law and Economics, 43(1) (April 2000), pp. 15–31.

GMFB (1919) [contract between General Motors and Fisher Body dated 3 December 1919:  facsimile available via StudySpace].

Klein, B., Crawford, R. and Alchian, A. (1978 ) ‘Vertical integration, appropriable rents, and the competitive contracting process’, Journal of Law and Economics, 21(2), (October 1978), pp. 297–326 [n.b. the abridged version in Putterman and Kroszner (1996) omits the material on the General Motors/Fisher Body case study].

Klein, B., (2007) ‘The Economic Lessons of Fisher Body-General Motors’, International Journal of the Economics of Business, 14(1) (February 2007), pp. 1–36. 

The works listed here are a minimum list; you cannot hope to pass without discussing all four essential texts, while credit will be given for the range of research beyond this list.

Skills texts

Fisher, Colin (2007) Researching and writing a dissertation: a guidebook for business students, second edition, Harlow: Pearson Education.

Neville, Colin (2007) The complete guide to referencing and avoiding plagiarism, Maidenhead: Open University Press/McGraw-Hill Education.

Both these works are essential reading/reference; however, as a glance at the skills text shelves in the library will reveal, there are many near(ish) substitutes.
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