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Abstract

Introduction. This paper examines the business external environment scanning theory for information
in the context of Greece.
Method. A questionnaire was developed to explore the relationships between general and task business
environment, perceived uncertainty, scanning strategy, and sources of information with respect to type
of environment, size and industry.The research was based on a sample of 144 private organizations
operating in North Greece.
Analysis. Data collected were analysed using SPSS. The statistical procedures of chi-squared
homogeneity test, ANOVA, Duncan's test of homogeneity of means, and related samples t-test were
followed for testing the hypotheses developed.
Results. The results show that perceived uncertainty of the general and task business external
environment factors depend on the type of the environment, size of organization, and industry where
the organizations operate; organizations adapt their scanning strategy to the complexity of the
environment; personal sources of information seem to be more important than impersonal sources;
external sources of information are equally important with internal sources; and higher levels of
environmental uncertainty are associated with higher levels of scanning the various sources.
Conclusion. Business external environment scanning of information is influenced by the
characteristics
of the organizations themselves and by the characteristics of the external environment within which the
organizations operate. The study contributes to both environmental scanning theory and has important
messages for practitioners.

Introduction

Considering that performance is the major objective of an organization, it is generally accepted that the
structure and decision making in an organization is influenced by environmental complexity and volatility
(e.g., Miles and Snow 1978; May et al. 2000). Furthermore, it is argued that the alignment of strategies of
organizations with the requirements of their environment outperform organizations that fail to achieve
such an alignment (Chaganti et al. 1989; Venkatraman & Prescott 1990; Beal 2000). Environmental
scanning is generally accepted as being the first step in the process of aligning strategy with environment
(Hambrick 1982; Daft & Weick 1984; Daft et al. 1988; Beal 2000). This is because environmental
scanning will help the organization to learn more about opportunities for taking competitive advantage
and threats referring to its survival (Dess 1987; Bourgeois 1980; Schneider & De Meyer 1991; Lang et al.
1997).

However, although "environmental scanning is the search mechanism by which managers discover
important events and trends outside their organizations" (May et al. 2000), scanning the business
environment has been initially defined as the activity of acquiring information "… about events and
relationships in a company's outside environment, the knowledge of which would assist top management
in its task of charting the company's future course of action." (Aguilar 1967: 1).

With few exceptions - referring to Korea (Ghoshal 1988), Canada (Auster & Choo 1993), Nigeria
(Sawyerr 1993; Sawyerr et al. 2000), Bulgaria (Elenkov 1997), Portugal (Correia & Wilson 1997, 2001),
Russia (May et al. 2000), and Malaysia (Yunggar 2005) – empirical studies with respect to environmental
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scanning have been limited to the United States. However, perceptions of environmental factors may
differ among nations (Bluedorn et al. 1994; May et al. 2000), and these perceptions may influence
strategy actions (Schneider 1989). Therefore, evidence about environmental scanning should be extended
to other contexts, thus Greece.

Purpose and objectives

The major purpose of this study is threefold:

1. to examine business external environment factors in Greece with respect to perceived uncertainty;
2. to examine strategies used in scanning business external environment in Greece; and
3. to examine the importance of sources of information in Greece.

Theoretical framework and hypotheses

The classification scheme of environmental factors developed by Aguilar (1967) has been used by many
researchers, such as Keegan (1974) and Kefalas and Schoderbek (1973). Although this scheme proved to
be robust in time, many researchers made minor changes to suit their specific purposes (e.g., Auster &
Choo 1993; Yunggar 2005). Synthesising previous studies, I follow in this paper approximately the same
scheme. Specifically, the study refers to the following:

Types of business external environment

Duncan (1972) defined business external environment as all the factors outside an organization that are
taken into consideration by the organization in its decision making. These factors depend on the
complexity and dynamism of the environment (Duncan 1972; Dess & Beard 1984). Thus, business
external environment has been classified as being "stable", when it does not show any changes, "unstable"
when it shows relative changes, and "dynamic", when it shows changes continuously (Aguilar 1967).
However, perceptions of the organizations about the type of the business external environment may
depend on their size and industry in which operate. Thus, I hypothesise the following:

Hypothesis 1a. The type of business external environment is perceived by organizations according to
their size.

Hypothesis 1b. The type of business external environment is perceived by organizations according to the
industry they belong.

Environmental factors

According to Milliken (1987) environmental uncertainty arises from the organization's inability to predict
its environment, or in other words, to predict the factors that characterise its environment. These factors
are usually classified into two groups (Bourgeois 1980); "general" and "task" business external
environment factors:

Factors of the general business external environment

The general environment is a relatively remote environment and the elements that compose it have an
indirect influence on the organization. This environment is typically composed of factors such as social
values, educational, political, economic, legal, behavioural, demographic, natural environment, natural
resources, and technological (Asheghian & Ebrahimi 1990; Grant 1999).

Factors of the task environment

The task environment is the closest environment of the organization and the elements that compose it
have a direct influence on the organization. This environment is typically composed of factors such as
consumers, competitors, suppliers, labour market, industry, and financial resources (Asheghian &
Ebrahimi 1990; Grant 1999).

It is argued (Daft et al. 1988; Auster & Choo 1993) that factors in the task environment usually create
greater perceived uncertainty to organizations than factors in the general environment. This is because it
is believed that the task environment, which is connected with the short-run, is more volatile than the
general environment, which is connected with the long-run. Thus, I hypothesise the following:

Hypothesis 2. The task environment factors generate higher levels of perceived uncertainty than general
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external environment factors.

Hypothesis 3. The perceived uncertainty of (a) the general and (b) the task environment factors depend
on the type of the environment, size, and industry where the organizations operate.

Scanning strategy

Strategic uncertainty that arises from environmental factors pushes organizations to seek information and
to try to diagnose the conditions that prevail in the environment (May et al. 2000). The higher the
uncertainty is the greater the amount of time and resources organizations place on environmental
scanning (Milliken 1987). Thus, for organizations to be efficient in scanning the environment appropriate
"scanning strategies" should be followed and specific "sources of information" should be used.

Scanning strategies

A scanning strategy has been generally classified as "predetermined", when it follows specific methods
for scanning in predetermined time periods, "flexible" when it follows flexible methods for scanning in
non-predetermined time periods, and "innovative", when it adopts all the necessary innovative activities
so the organization will have a complete picture of the environment (Aguilar 1967). However, perceived
strategic uncertainty will lead organizations to follow different scanning strategies (Milliken 1987; Daft et
al. 1988; Auster & Choo 1993; Boyd & Funk 1996). Thus, I hypothesise:

Hypothesis 4. An organization's scanning strategy depends on the type of business external environment.

Sources of information

Sources of information are usually classified as "external" and "internal". External sources of information
originate outside the organization whereas internal sources of information originate within the
organization (Aguilar 1967; Sawyerr et al. 2000). Furthermore, these two categories are sub-classified
into "personal" and "impersonal" sources. Personal sources originate from personal contacts with people
inside and outside the organization, whereas impersonal sources originate from sources such as
documents, databases, etc. (Aguilar 1967; Daft & Weick 1984; Daft & Lengel 1986; Sawyerr et al. 2000).
Although evidence referring to the importance of personal versus impersonal sources and internal versus
external sources is not consistent (Sawyerr et al. 2000), it is generally argued that personal sources are
more important than impersonal resources (Aguilar 1967; Johnson & Kuehn 1987; Daft et al. 1988;
Elenkov 1997), and that external resources are more important than internal resources (Aguilar 1967;
Keegan 1974; Rhyne 1985; Elenkov 1997). Thus:

Hypothesis 5. Personal sources of information are more important than impersonal sources.

Hypothesis 6.External sources of information are more important than internal
sources.

Furthermore, it is argued that higher levels of environmental uncertainty are associated with
higher levels
of scanning of various sources (Daft et al. 1988; Auster & Choo 1993). Thus, I hypothesise:

Hypothesis 7. Higher levels of environmental uncertainty are associated with higher levels of scanning of
various resources.

Methods and procedure

Sample

A large questionnaire survey in North Greek industries was carried out between January 2003 and June
2003. A sample of 600 Greek private organizations was used from the main Greek directory ICAP. The
sample was obtained by employing the stratified methodology. The strata were "manufacturing", "trade"
and "services" industries including organizations with more than twenty employees. The questionnaires
were taken personally to most organizations. The questionnaire was piloted in five organizations, and it
was handed to the CEO of the sample organizations. One hundred and forty four (144) usable
questionnaires were received, a response rate of 24 per cent. The distribution of the sample organizations
with respect to industry and size (number of employees) is shown in Table 1. Using the ?2 test, it is seen
that the distribution of the sample organizations with respect to industry and size is homogeneous
(p=0.313). However, it must be said that the response rate is rather limited. Furthermore, although the
distribution of the sample organizations with respect to size is similar with the distribution of the
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organizations registered in ICAP, the case is not the same when the distribution of the sample
organizations with respect to industry is considered. Due to this the response rates in the industries of
manufacturing, trade and services are 56.0%, 27.3% and 10.8% respectively. Although this non-
homogeneity of response rates among industries may introduce a relative degree of bias in the results, it
must be said that this bias may be rather small considering that at each strata (industry) the number of the
sample organizations is at least equal to 30 and considering the 'rule of thumb' (Zikmund 1994) which
defines the number of the questionnaires for analysis to be at least equal to the number which is the result
of the product {number of classes of the highest Likert-scale measure question} × {30 questionnaires, as
the approximation of the normal distribution}. For this research the calculation gives a total of 120
questionnaires {= 4 classes × 30 questionnaires} which is less than the 144 usable questionnaires
received.

Table 1: Distribution of sample organizations with respect to industry
and size

Industry
Size (number of employees)

Up to 50 51-250 More than 250 Total

Manufacturing
28

50.0
43.8

20
35.7
38.5

8
14.3
28.6

56
100.0
38.9

Trade
20

35.7
31.3

24
42.9
46.2

12
21.4
42.9

56
100.0
38.9

Services
16

50.0
25.0

8
25.0
15.4

8
25.0
28.6

32
100.0
22.2

Total
64

44.4
100.0

52
36.1
100.0

28
19.4
100.0

144
100.0
100.0

Note: In each cell the top figure indicates the number of sample organizations,
the middle figure indicates percent within industry, and the bottom figure
indicates percent within size.

Measures

Although the questionnaire covers a large amount of information, I will present below only the constructs
which are necessary for the purposes of this paper:

Type of external environment: Respondents were asked to answer whether they believe that the business
external environment in terms of its complexity and dynamism is assumed to be "stable"=1, "unstable"=2,
or "dynamic"=3.

General external environment: The level of uncertainty of the general external environment was
measured by ten items: social values, educational, political, economic, legal, behavioural, demographic,
natural environment, natural resources, and technological. These items were measured on Likert-type
scales
ranging from 1 = very low uncertainty to 4 = very high uncertainty.

Task environment: The level of uncertainty of the task environment was measured by six items:
consumers, competitors, suppliers, labour market, industry, and financial resources. These items were
measured on Likert-type scales ranging from 1 = very low uncertainty to 4 = very high uncertainty.

Type of scanning strategy: Respondents were asked to answer with Yes (=1) or No (=0) whether they
follow "predetermined", "flexible" or "innovative" strategy in scanning business environment
respectively.

Sources of information: Respondents were asked to answer with Yes (=1) or No (=0) whether information
is received from: internal personal sources (higher level, same level, lower level personnel); internal
impersonal sources (documents, in-house meetings, computer databases); external
 personal sources
(customers, suppliers, agents); external impersonal sources (journals, newspapers, reports).

Data analyses

In comparing distributions (percentages) of perceived uncertainty of environment factors, scanning
strategies and sources of information I used a ?2 homogeneity
 test. In comparing average scores of
perceived uncertainty of environment factors and sources of information I used a factorial ANOVA,
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Duncan's test of homogeneity of means, and/or related samples t-test.

Results

Industry and size may be used as "controls" in the subsequent analysis. However, environment in terms of
how it is perceived (stable, unstable, dynamic) by organizations is an important criterion that may also be
used in describing differences between other factors in the analysis. Hypotheses 1a and 1b refer to this
criterion. According to these hypotheses business external environment is perceived differently by
organizations, depending respectively on their size and the industry they belong. Considering the
significant levels of the ?2 test in Table 2, it is seen that Hypothesis 1a is true and Hypothesis 1b is not
true. Furthermore, from the significant levels of the ?2 test in Table 3 it is seen that at every size level, the
distribution of the organizations with respect to industry and environment are not homogeneous, meaning
that at each size environment is perceived differently by organizations according to the specific industry
to which they belong.

Table 2: Number of sample organisations with respect to environment
and (a) industry and (b) size

    Environment Significance
levels of ?2

Stable Unstable Dynamic Total

Industry Manufacturing 4 20 32 56

0.000
Trade 16 16 24 56

Services - 20 12 32

Total 20 56 68 144

Size - 50 8 28 28 64

0.100
51 - 250 4 20 28 52

251 + 8 8 12 28

Total 20 56 68 144

Note:The ?2 significant levels should be treated with caution because of the
number of empty cells.

Table 3: Number of sample organisations with respect to environment, industry and size

Size (no. of
employees) Industry type

Environment ?2

significance
levelsStable Unstable Dynamic Total

Up to 50

Manufacturing 4 12 12 28

0.020
Trade 4 4 12 20

Services - 12 4 16

Total 8 28 28 64

51-251

Manufacturing - 4 16 20

0.000
Trade 4 8 12 24

Services - 8 - 8

Total 4 20 28 52

More than
251

Manufacturing - 4 4 8

0.000
Trade 8 8 - 12

Services - - 8 8

Total 8 8 12 28

Note: The ?2 significance levels should be treated with caution because of a number of empty cells.

Table 4 presents the distribution of the levels of uncertainty for all factors of the external environment
employed in this paper. Furthermore, the average scores of these levels of uncertainty are also shown in
Table 4. These average scores are used to rank the task (T) and general (G) factors of the external
environment in order of perceived uncertainty. It is seen from this ranking that the "competitors" from the
task factors and the "economy" from the general factors generate the highest levels of perceived
uncertainty. Furthermore, Table 5 presents the results (levels of significances) of the paired t-tests among
the levels of uncertainty of the factors of external environment. We see, for example, that the perceived
uncertainty is not significantly different amongst the two factors of "competitors" and "economy" (p =
0.781). Similarly, we may detect in Table 5 all the possible differences among all the factors.
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Table 4: Distribution of sample organizations (percent) with respect to external
environment factors and level of uncertainty

Factors
Levels of uncertainty Average

Score
Rank

Very low
(1)

Low
(2)

High
(3)

Very high
(4)

General external environment

Social values 16.7 58.3 16.7 8.3 2.1667 12

Educational 25.7 45.7 22.9 5.7 2.0857 15

Political 13.9 38.9 44.4 2.8 2.3611 9

Economic 8.3 30.6 41.7 19.4 2.7222 2

Legal 19.4 44.4 25.0 11.1 2.2778 11

Behavioural 11.4 42.9 40.0 5.7 2.4000 8

Demographic 20.0 57.1 14.3 8.6 2.1143 14

Natural
environment 8.6 45.7 28.6 17.1 2.5429 5

Natural resources 14.3 42.9 28.6 14.3 2.4286 7

Technological 25.7 40.0 28.6 5.7 2.1429 13

External task environment

Customers 11.1 33.3 38.9 16.7 2.6111 4

Competitors 8.3 33.3 33.3 25.0 2.7500 1

Suppliers 38.2 29.4 20.6 111.8 2.0588 16

Labour market 14.3 31.4 31.4 22.9 2.6286 3

Industry 8.6 37.1 45.7 8.6 2.5429 6

Financial resources 20.0 37.1 34.3 8.6 2.3143 10

In the light of the results in Tables 4 and 5 I may say that Hypothesis 2 is partially valid, because although
these results indicated a mixed pattern of the task and general external environment factors, most of the
task factors were rated higher. Mixed patterns have been also found by other authors, such as Sawyerr
(1993), Elenkov (1997), and May et al. (
2000).

Table 5: Significant levels of differences among the levels of uncertainty of the factors of external environment

Factors Mean 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16

General external environment

1 Social values 2.1667 -                              

2 Educational 2.0857 0.691 -                            

3 Political 2.3611 0.021 0.000 -                          

4 Economic 2.7222 0.000 0.000 0.000 -                        

5 Legal 2.2778 0.259 0.013 0.373 0.000 -                      

6 Behavioural 2.4000 0.004 0.000 0.737 0.002 0.183 -                    

7 Demographic 2.1143 0.581 0.452 0.005 0.000 0.070 0.000 -                  

8 Natural
environment 2.5429 0.000 0.000 0.039 0.050 0.019 0.033 0.000 -                

9 Natural
resources 2.4286 0.007 0.000 0.529 0.000 0.128 0.507 0.000 0.074 -              

10 Technological 2.1429 0.811 0.588 0.015 0.000 0.178 0.010 0.772 0.001 0.011 -            

External task environment

11 Customers 2.6111 0.000 0.000 0.002 0.259 0.002 0.023 0.000 0.595 0.134 0.000 -          

12 Competitors 2.7500 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.781 0.000 0.001 0.000 0.032 0.000 0.000 0.154 -        

13 Suppliers 2.0588 0.327 0.811 0.000 0.000 0.066 0.040 0.805 0.001 0.029 0.785 0.000 0.000 -      

14 Labour
market 2.6286 0.216 0.023 0.529 0.000 0.799 0.648 0.092 0.059 0.348 0.115 0.004 0.000 0.001 -    

15 Industry 2.5429 0.000 0.000 0.004 0.240 0.001 0.006 0.000 0.452 0.082 0.000 0.756 0.327 0.000 0.003 -  

16 Financial
resources 2.3143 0.000 0.000 0.018 0.011 0.013 0.072 0.000 1.000 0.295 0.000 0.507 0.045 0.000 0.026 0.403 -
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The results above with respect to the external environment factors were based on an individual basis, but
without considering the specific characteristics of the organizations depicted by the control variables
(size, industry, type of environment). However, I could further investigate these factors individually with
respect to the three controls. Instead, due to space restrictions, in what follows I will present the results
for the general and the task factors in terms of "composite scores". In other words, the scores
 for the
general and the task factor dimensions have been computed as the average scores of all the individual
factors constituting the corresponding "summary factors".

Table 6 presents the results (levels of significance) from the application of the factorial ANOVA to the
average scores of the general and task factors. Generally, the R2s indicating the predictive ability of the
models are at rather acceptable levels. It is seen that although the general factor dimension does not
depend on the second order interaction of environment, size and industry (p=0.785), on the contrary the
task factor dimension depends on the interaction of these controls (p=0.000). This finding may support
the view that the task environment, being more volatile than the general environment, creates more
impulsive perceived uncertainty to organizations than the general environment (Daft et al. 1988; Auster
& Choo 1993).

Table 6: Significant levels from factorial ANOVA for external factors

Source General factors Task factors

Main effects

Environment 0.006 0.000

Size 0.047 0 .359

Industry 0.371 0.916

First-order interaction effects

Environment * Size 0.000 0.008

Environment * Industry 0.001 0.000

Size * Industry 0.053 0.005

Second-order interaction effects

Environment * Size * Industry 0.785 0.000

R Squared 0.445 0.576

It is also seen in Table 6 that both the general and task environmental dimensions depend on the first
order interactions of environment, size and industry. Table 6.a, 6.b, and 6.c constitute continuation of the
factorial ANOVA of Table 6. The results in these tables have been obtained by applying the Duncan test
for determining the homogeneous subsets of the general and task factors dimension with respect to the
type of environment, size and industry.

Table 6.a: Means for groups in homogeneous subsets with respect to
type of
environment

Type of environment No. of
organizations

General factors Task factors

Subset Subset

1 2 1 2

Stable 20 2.0000   2.0333  

Unstable 56   2.3706   2.5405

Dynamic 68   2.3765   2.5804

Significance 1.000 0.942 1.000 0.627

Table 6.b: Means for groups in homogeneous subsets with respect to size

 Size  No. of 
organizations

General factors Task factors

Subset Subset

1 2 1 2

251 + 28 2.1857   2.4571       

51 - 250 52   2.3496 2.4744       

 - 50 64   2.3590 2.5146       

Significance   1.000 0.899 0.481       
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Table 6.c: Means for groups in homogeneous subsets with respect to industry

Industry No. of
organizations

General factors Task factors

Subset Subset

1 2 1 2

Trade 56 2.2230   2.3333  

Manufacturing 56 2.3000     2.5542

Services 32   2.5333   2.6071

Significance   0.287 1.000 1.000 0.474

The significant findings from these tables are:

The unstable or dynamic environment creates higher perceived uncertainty (shown by higher means in Table
6.a) than the stable environment for both the general and the task external business environment factors.
The small or medium in size organizations create higher perceived uncertainty (shown by higher means in Table
6.b) than the large organizations for the general environment factors. The perceived uncertainty for the task
environment factors does not depend on the size of the organizations (shown by similar means in Table 6.b).
The services organizations create higher perceived uncertainty (shown by higher mean in Table 6.c) than the
trade or manufacturing organizations for the general environment factors. The services or manufacturing
organizations create higher perceived uncertainty (shown by higher means in Table 6.c) than the trade
organizations for the task environment factors.

Considering these findings I conclude that Hypothesis 3 is true. This means that the perceived uncertainty
of (a) the general and (b) the task environment factors depend on the type of the environment, size, and
industry where the organizations operate.

Hypothesis 4 states that the type of organization's scanning strategy depends on the type of the business
external environment. Table 7 presents the distribution (the ‘yes' answer only) of the sample
organizations with respect to the type of environment for each of the three types of scanning strategy. By
applying the ?2 homogeneity test on the yes and no answers, it is seen that for all types of scanning
strategy the corresponding differences are significant. In words, organizations tend to follow the
predetermined scanning strategy (shown by higher percentages in Table 7) when environment is stable,
whilst organizations tend to follow the flexible or innovative scanning strategies (shown by higher
percentages in Table 7) when environment is unstable or dynamic respectively. Hypothesis 4 is, therefore,
supported.

Table 7: Distribution of sample organizations (percent) with respect to scanning
strategy and environment

Scanning strategy
Type of environment

?2 sig. levels
Stable Unstable Dynamic Overall

Predetermined 40.0 14.3 14.7 18.1 0.023

Flexile 20.0 35.7 70.6 50.0 0.000

Innovative 10.0 28.6 64.7 43.1 0.000

Note: Results from multiple answers.

Table 8 presents the distribution of the sample organizations with respect to sources of information and
environment. From the application of a factorial ANOVA to the figures in this table, assuming that the
factors refer to environment (stable, unstable, dynamic), type I of resources (internal, external), and type
II of resources (personal, impersonal), I found that there are no any significant first order or second order
interactions. On the contrary, I found that there are significant main effects with respect to environment (p
= 0.000, with means: stable = 32.1; unstable = 52.6; dynamic = 65.4) and type II of resources (p = 0.027,
with means: personal = 54.5; impersonal = 45.6), and no significant main effects with respect to type I of
resources (p = 0.650, with means: internal = 50.1; external = 49.2). These results support Hypothesis 5,
indicating that personal sources of information are more important than impersonal sources, and do not
support Hypothesis 6, which was stating that external sources of information are more important than
internal sources. Furthermore, the results support Hypothesis 7, which is advocating that higher levels of
environmental uncertainty are associated with higher levels of scanning of various resources. This final
result is also verified by the ?2 significances from the application of the homogeneity test reported for
each source of information in Table 7. It is seen that for all sources of information, except in-house
meetings and newspapers, the percent of the organizations scanning sources of information increases with
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environmental uncertainty.

Table 8: Distribution of sample organizations (percent) with respect to sources of
information and environment

 Sources of information
Type of environment

?2 significance levels
Stable Unstable Dynamic Overall

Internal personal sources

Higher level personnel 20.0 50.0 82.4 61.1 0.000

Same level personnel 35.0 64.3 62.9 59.6 0.052

Lower level personnel 40.0 64.3 68.8 63.1 0.058

Internal impersonal sources

Documents 40.0 38.6 49.4 43.9 0.010

In-house meetings 50.0 64.3 64.7 62.5 0.461

Computer databases 20.0 42.9 58.8 47.2 0.007

External personal sources

Customers 40.0 71.4 88.2 75.0 0.000

Suppliers 35.0 50.0 64.7 54.9 0.041

Agents 30.0 42.9 70.6 54.2 0.001

External impersonal sources

Journals 20.0 35.7 58.8 44.4 0.002

Newspapers 25.0 42.9 47.1 42.4 0.213

Reports 30.0 64.3 68.8 61.7 0.006

Note: Results from multiple answers.

Conclusions

The primary purpose of this paper was to examine environmental scanning theory in the context of
Greece. For comparison purposes Table 9 summarizes the ranking of environmental factors by perceived
uncertainty both in Greece and in other countries. Although the results are mixed across countries, in fact
they show some similarities. It is seen, for example, that the Western environmental scanning theory
tested in the United States ranks the customer, economic and competitor factors as being the three highest
environmental factors in terms of perceived uncertainty (Daft et al. 1988). The same three environment
factors have been ranked first, however not in exactly the same order, in the Greek companies.

Table 9: Comparative rankings of environmental factors by perceived uncertainty across
countries

United States: Daft
et al. (1988)

Nigeria:
Sawyerr
(1993)

Bulgaria:
Elenkov (1997)

Russia: May et
al. (2000)

Greece: Kourtely
(2005)

(T) Customer (T) Customer &
market

(G) Political &
Legal

(T) Customers &
Market (G) Economic

(G) Economic (G) Economic (T)Suppliers (G) Economic (T) Competitors &
Industry

(T) Competitors (G) Political &
Legal (T) Customers (T) Competitive (T) Customers

(T)Technology (T) Competitors
& Industry (G) Economic (G) Political &

Legal

(G) Natural
environment &
Resources

(G) Regulatory (G) Resources (T) Competitors
& Industry (G) Technology (T) Resources

(G) Sociocultural (G) Technology (T) Technology (T) Resources (G) Political & Legal

  (G) Sociocultural (G) Sociocultural (G) Sociocultural (G)
Sociocultural

        (G) Technology

Source: Based on May et al. (2000)
Notes: G = general environment; T = task environment. 
Factor rankings for each study are based on mean scores for perceived uncertainty. For Greece
related factors have been grouped to be comparable with other countries.

Furthermore, it is seen that political and legal factors have been ranked either first in politically unstable
countries (Bulgaria - Elenkov 1997), or rather high in developing (Nigeria - Sawyerr 1993) or in
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transitional countries (Russia - May et al. 2000). In contrast, this factor has been ranked very low in
Greece, which, being in the European Union is politically stable. Moreover, a very robust similarity
across countries is that sociocultural factors have been ranked at the very bottom of the rankings in all
countries. A rather striking result is that Greek organizations rank natural environment among important
factors with respect to perceived uncertainty. This is because a rather high number of organizations face a
fast deterioration of the natural environment within they operate, and some other organizations, such as
those operating in the tourism and food products sector, depend heavily on natural environment.

The perceived uncertainty of the general and task business external environment factors depend on the
type of the environment, size, and industry where the organizations operate. Generally, a more complex
environment, or a smaller organization, or a services organization creates a higher perceived uncertainty.
Thus, our conclusion is that perceived uncertainty should not be treated as been homogeneous with
respect to environment, size, and industry at least in Greece.

Organizations tend to follow the predetermined scanning strategy when environment is stable, whilst
organizations tend to follow the flexible or innovative scanning strategies when environment is unstable
or dynamic. This conclusion may support the arguments of other authors who advocate that perceived
uncertainty will lead organizations to follow different scanning strategies (Milliken 1987; Daft et al.
1988; Auster & Choo 1993; Boyd & Fulk 1996). Thus, this conclusion is compatible with business
external environment scanning theory that indicates that organizations adapt their scanning strategy to the
complexity of their environment (Aguilar 1967; Pfeffer & Salancik 1978).

Three important conclusions emerge from the analysis with respect to sources of information. First,
personal sources of information seem to be more important than impersonal sources, something that
supports the conclusions of other authors (Aguilar 1967; Johnson & Kuehn 1987; Daft et al. 1988;
Elenkov 1997). Second, external sources of information are equally important with internal sources. This
conclusion contradicts the results of other authors, such as Aguilar (1967), Keegan (1974), Rhyne (1985),
Sawyerr (1993), and Elenkov (1997), who found that organizations rely more on external than internal
resources, and the results of O'Connell and Zimmermann (1979), Kobrin et al. (1980), Ghoshal (1988),
and Preble et al. (1988), who found that organizations rely more on internal than external resources.
Third, higher levels of environmental perceived uncertainty are associated with higher levels of scanning
of various sources, something that supports the conclusions of other authors, such as Rhyne (1985),
Sawyerr (1993), and Elenkov (1997).

The conclusions of this paper may have some important implications. From a theoretical perspective, the
conclusions indicate that business external environment scanning of information does not exist in a
vacuum; rather, it is influenced by the characteristics of the organizations themselves and by the
characteristics of the external environment within which the organizations operate (Sawyerr et al. 2000).
From a practical perspective, the governing authorities in Greece should take all possible actions in order
to alleviate perceived uncertainty by organizations.

The conclusions of this paper should be considered in the light of its limitations. First, the sample used
was rather small if we consider that the analysis was extended to specific characteristics of the
organizations. Second, the generalisation of the results was rather limited due to the fact that the sample
was referring to North Greece organizations only. Third, I acknowledge that my study might be affected
by common method bias as a single respondent provided data in each organization. However, the
application of Harman's single factor test (Harman 1967) to all the relevant variables in the model, using
the 'eigenvalue-greater-than-one' criterion, revealed six factors, and not just one, with the first factor
explaining 21.2 percent of the variance in the data. Thus, I believe that the common method bias in the
data was relatively limited.

Considering that this study is the first made in Greece, its conclusions should be confirmed by follow-up
studies. However, future studies should also examine the impact of environmental scanning and
information communication system to the structure of the organization.
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