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This book provides an introduction to organisational behaviour. It is intended for
students on a range of courses including:

● Business Studies/Business Administration or similar business and management
undergraduate degrees at level 1 or 2.

● a half or full module in Organisational Behaviour on a variety of different
undergraduate programmes.

● post experience/postgraduate and professional courses, part of which comprise
Organisational Behaviour as an introduction or underpinning of HRM,
management of change, cross cultural management, or business strategy.

● a general reader as a focused and lively introduction to the subject.

The book is shorter and, arguably, more accessible than the market leaders in the
field. It provides a more succinct and focused, yet robust, coverage of the subject.
In my experience many undergraduate students find a larger text, particularly those
of North American origin, inaccessible and rather daunting. Considerable research
was undertaken prior to the design of the text to ascertain the needs of students and
tutors in this regard. Their responses and advice have directly influenced the design
objectives and content of the book.

Every effort has been made to trace and acknowledge ownership of copyright.
The publishers will be pleased to make suitable arrangements with any copyright
holders whom it has not been possible to contact.

Ian Brooks

Preface
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Introduction

Learning outcomes

On completion of this chapter you should be able to:

● understand the nature and scope of Organisational Behaviour (OB);

● understand the value of a behavioural approach to management;

● know how the book is structured;

● recognise that individual and collective human behaviour in organisations influences

how we ‘see’ and react to the business environment;

● understand the importance of the four themes of diversity, change, conflict and

communications to the study of organisational behaviour;

● know that OB is a developing subject, and that new research themes emerge and

guide our understanding of human behaviour and activity in organisations.

Key concepts

● individual behaviour

● group behaviour

● organisational behaviour

● organisational analysis

● multidisciplinary study

● theory to practice

● change

● conflict

● communications

● diversity

1
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Introduction

Chapter 1 • Introduction2

Organisational Behaviour (OB) is the study of human behaviour in organisational contexts,

with a focus on individual and group processes and actions. Hence, it involves an explo-

ration of organisational and managerial processes in the dynamic context of the

organisation and is primarily concerned with the human implications of such activity.

Studying organisational behaviour

Organisational Behaviour (OB) is the study of human behaviour in organisational contexts
with a focus on individual and group processes and actions. Hence, it involves an explo-
ration of organisational and managerial processes in the dynamic context of the
organisation and is primarily concerned with the human implications of such activity. The
subject is rooted in the behavioural sciences, notably sociology and psychology, and
underpins in many respects the study of management. It is an applied behavioural
science which seeks to draw on a broad and extensive theoretical and practical
knowledge base to advance our understanding of the complexities of human behav-
iour in organisations and to inform management thinking and activity. Both OB
and management are social sciences informed partly by research and partly by
debate in the traditional subject disciplines of psychology, sociology and, to an
extent, anthropology, political science and economics. Psychologists are generally
concerned with the study of individual human behaviour and the personality
system, whereas a branch of that subject, social psychology, looks at group,
including organisational, behaviour. Sociologists focus on social behaviour and are
particularly concerned about societal structures and control. Anthropologists
explore culture, that is, the symbolic, attitudinal and behavioural factors which
unite various social groups. In so far as it relates to OB, political science is the study
of power and control between individuals and groups whereas economics attempts
to provide a rational explanatory framework for individual and organisational
activity. As organisational behaviour has roots in many traditional academic fields,
it is considered to be a multidisciplinary subject.

A knowledge of OB should enable you to explain and predict human behaviour
in organisations and even control it if appropriate. Additionally, OB is both
informed by and contributes to organisational theory and management theory and,
as a consequence, it forms an integral part of most Masters and undergraduate pro-
grammes and sub-degrees in business studies and management. Moreover, it is an
important subject for all who work and manage in organisations.

Before outlining the structure of this book we will very briefly explore the behav-
ioural relationship between the organisation and its business or contextual
environment. An understanding of this relationship and the impact of organisation
and context on one another is crucial to an understanding of human behaviour in
organisations and, ultimately, to management and to organisational strategy.
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OB and the business environment

All organisations exist in a complex and usually dynamic environment. The ‘busi-
ness’ environment comprises an array of forces which both influence an
organisation and are framed by the organisation. These forces may be categorised.
One such typology is the PEST model, where the environment is thought to com-
prise political, economic, social and technological forces. If we add legal, ecological
and competitive processes to this we have included most aspects of the external
environment. It can be argued that organisations behave in response to environ-
mental forces and, in turn, their behaviour, or strategy, influences their
environment. Wilson (1992) suggests three broad ways of viewing the business
environment, namely as:

● an objective fact – a clear, measurable and definable reality;

● a subjective fact, its particular characteristics being dependent on each
individual’s or group’s interpretation and perception;

● enacted (Weick, 1979), where the division between organisation and environment
is unclear and, more significantly, where the environment is created and defined
by the organisation itself, or rather, by the individuals and groups that comprise
an organisation (two illustrations of this are given in Mini-case 1.1).

OB and the business environment 3

Enactment: a case from industry

and from sport

Innovate PLC

Innovate plc, a computer software company, held a

collective perception that their competitive environ-

ment was becoming threatening. They believed that

numerous smaller software companies might begin

to encroach on their activities if they did not focus

research and development (R&D) activity in specific

areas. Faced with having to make a decision, they

decided to increase R&D spending significantly in an

attempt to develop a new database product. A con-

sequence of this was a reduction in the R&D spend

and management attention on their other products.

After two years Innovate had successfully pro-

duced and marketed their database product. They

remained the market leaders with almost unassail-

able strength. However, there was a cost. The

competitors recognised that there was an oppor-

tunity created by Innovate’s decision to develop the

database product so they focused on the areas

which Innovate neglected.

Innovate’s original perception of their environ-

ment led them to a particular strategic management

decision. In making that decision Innovate enacted

their environment. That is, their actions ensured that

their perceptions became a reality. Their actions

allowed their competitors to adjust their strategic

policy to take advantage of the opportunity.

Innovate’s perceptions and subsequent actions had

become a self-fulfilling prophecy. Had their original

perception been different, their strategy, and those

of their competitors, might have been different, and

resulted in quite different competitive conditions.

The relegation battle

A number of football teams get relegated from the

Premiership each year. On occasions one or two are

said, in the press, to have given up well before the

Mini-case 1.1
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The latter two definitions suggest that behavioural elements at the individual,
group and/or organisational level influence the nature of the relationship between
an organisation and its environment: hence, the relevance of this to the study of
organisational behaviour.

It is quite possible that two companies in the same sector might view aspects of
their environment differently. One might identify a technological change as an
opportunity for growth and development whereas the other might see it as a threat.
There is considerable evidence to suggest that this sort of variable response occurs.
What is clear is that the direction of influence between environment and organis-
ation is not unidirectional, simple or static but multidirectional, each influencing
the other. What is more, organisations and people in them can assist in the ‘cre-
ation’ of their own environment.

Decision makers in organisations receive and assimilate incoming data from the
environment, information and ideas about new products and services, tech-
nologies, competitor action, ways of organising and managing and so forth. The
data are incomplete and even the most sophisticated scanning and forecasting
activities can only hope to collect a small proportion of all environmental data.
Individuals, groups and organisations interpret the data in different ways. They read
different things into it and make different judgements on what is important or not
important and on how they should react. These differences in reception, interpret-
ation and assimilation are influenced by the history and development of the
organisations, of individual perception, power balances and organisational culture.
It could be said that our ‘perception’ only enables us to see and interpret infor-
mation in certain ways (see Chapter 2). In turn, operational and strategic decisions
are based on these interpretative data and so, as Weick (1979) suggests, actions
based on subjective information will in turn influence the environment of the
organisation. The organisation ‘enacts’ or creates the environment in which it oper-
ates: Mini-case 1.1 illustrates this phenomenon.

Most early organisational research assumed a largely stable business environ-
ment. Proponents of the classical school argued that organisations should be
machine-like and feature centralised authority, clear lines of command, specialisa-
tion and the division of labour and numerous rules and regulations (refer to
Chapter 5). However, such mechanised and bureaucratic organisations are poorly
suited to adapt to dynamic and complex environments. By the 1940s in North
America and, increasingly, in Europe the deficiencies of the ‘classical’ organisation

Chapter 1 • Introduction4

end of the season. Are these teams enacting their

environment?

Well before the end of the season some poorly

performing teams take stock. They stop spending

money on new players and otherwise prepare them-

selves for leaner times in the lower division. Of

course by doing this they pretty much ensure that

they will get relegated. Without new players and,

more importantly, the burning desire and ambition to

stay up, their performance remains poor, or even

worsens, and they are relegated.

When relegated, do they look back and say, ‘well,

we knew we were for the drop so we did the sen-

sible thing, saved our money and energy for next

season’? Could they have stayed up if they adopted

a different strategy – did they enact their environ-

ment?
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became apparent. Technological changes, increasingly complex markets and social,
political and cultural changes in the environment and the workplace created new
demands on organisations which many were ill equipped to manage. Although
many of the basic principles identified by classical theorists remain entrenched in
many modern organisations, other changes have occurred. The human relations
school (late 1930s onwards) typified by the work of Chester Barnard and landmark
studies by the Tavistock Institute, together with the Hawthorne studies, signalled
transformation (refer to Chapter 5). In the search for greater effectiveness and flexi-
bility in organisations, emphasis has shifted towards the consideration of ‘people’
issues such as motivation and leadership. A better motivated, well-led and richly
diverse workforce will prove to be more flexible and capable of coping with environ-
mental change and complexity.

It is often suggested that the success of commercial firms depends on their ability
to foresee and subsequently act on environmental information. Miles and Snow
(1978) have identified various types of organisation which possess quite different
capabilities, motivations and behaviours in this respect. Their typology of organis-
ations refers to their strategic behaviour, which in turn influences their relationship
with the environment and is, in turn, influenced by that environment. The four
types are as follows:

● ‘Defender’ organisations, they argue, attempt to create a stable environment
which suits their non-dynamic structure and strategy

● ‘Prospectors’ view their environment as ever changing and seek continual
strategic and structural adjustments to cope with those changes. ‘Prospectors’
are continually searching for new opportunities and in the process they may
create change and uncertainty for others in their competitive environment

● ‘Analysers’ are capable of acting in both stable and unstable environments: a
quality of considerable value

● ‘Reactors’ act only when environmental change ‘forces’ them to do so. They
are not ‘proactive’ organisations. Boyd et al. (1993) state that ‘given these
differences in internal versus external focus, one would expect a greater
potential for environmental misperception among defenders or reactors,
relative to analysers.’

All four types of organisation, it is argued, ‘enact’ or create their environment. What
they choose to see and how they choose to interpret that environment is unique to
each organisation. Hence, a defender and a prospector may ostensibly view the
identical environment, yet the defender sees stability and continuity all around,
whereas the prospector sees only change and opportunity.

Figure 1.1 illustrates the two-way relationship that exists between an organis-
ation and its environment. Clearly each organisation filters data to suit its own
capabilities and concerns. Executives can selectively misinterpret aspects of their
environment. These filters include: an individual manager’s cognitive processes;
organisational culture and politics; other group or team factors; and the strategic
orientation of the organisation. Therefore, as stated above, it is quite possible for
two organisations to view the same environmental change as either a glorious

OB and the business environment 5
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Chapter 1 • Introduction6

‘Filters’

Organisation

Actions

Environment

Figure 1.1 Organisation and environment: two-way influence

Source: Reprinted with permission, from Brooks et al. (2004) The International Business Environment: Challenges and Changes,

Financial Times Prentice Hall.

opportunity for growth and prosperity or a catastrophe threatening organisational
survival.

OB and your learning: book structure and rationale

Many of the theories and arguments presented in this book have value to the work
of managers and other employees in organisations. Even for students with little or
no formal organisational work experience, the ability to apply OB to other ‘organ-
isational’ contexts should prove possible and valuable. Your family, your circle of
friends, sports or other clubs and the university or college in which you study are
all organisations. Organisational behaviour is relevant to your work, study and play.

As a result of studying this subject it is quite possible that you may alter your
‘management philosophy’ including, perhaps, long-harboured beliefs, and you may
obtain the answers to outstanding questions about issues such as: how people are
motivated or led, how groups or teams function, why the structure of an organis-
ation influences the behaviour of people who work in it, and how both the culture
and power relationships in organisations affect human behaviour at work.

The study of OB should enable you to diagnose organisational problems with
some insight and expertise. Following that diagnosis you may be able to develop
solutions to problems, ways of dealing with difficult ‘human’ issues or, perhaps cru-
cially, ways of avoiding certain problems in the first place. In short, there is
something very practical about many of the theories presented in this book; you,
the scholar and the ‘manager’, will, however, need to interpret and apply them to
the particular context in which you operate. That, if achieved, would represent a
highly worthwhile, constructive and meaningful learning experience and should
make you a more effective manager.

Human behaviour in organisations is complex as it is affected by, and in turn influ-
ences, an array of factors, including managerial action, changing competitive
circumstances and new technologies. People in organisations interact with their
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environment, with stakeholders and with others in the organisation. There are signifi-
cant differences in personality between individuals, many people behave differently
in groups than when working alone, and most are influenced by the norms and values
of the organisation and of the society in which they live and work. These influences
and interconnections make the study of OB inherently interesting and enlightening,
especially for those concerned with human or people issues in organisations.

Overview of the book

In order to make the study of OB manageable, we have subdivided the broad subject
into ten chapters. This chapter is followed by:

● Consideration of the individual – Chapter 2 focuses upon each person’s
unique set of attitudes, perceptions and values which influence their
personality and behaviour. This personality set affects the way people work,
how they communicate with others, and their propensity to cooperate in
teams and be motivated and managed. Hence, the chapter looks at personality
and perception, values and attitudes, learning and decision making.

● The examination of human motivation – Chapter 3 remains largely, but not
exclusively, at the level of the individual. This is a critically important aspect of
OB and of management theory and practice. The chapter explores some of the
extensive and wide-ranging theoretical work and empirical research findings
which inform our understanding of how people are motivated, and indeed
demotivated, in the workplace.

● Groups and teams – Chapter 4 begins by focusing on the various personality
types that are thought to constitute a successful team. We explore the process
of group formation and the nature, causes and consequences of inter- and
intra-group conflict, in addition to the characteristics of successful group work.

● Focusing on the organisation or macro-level of analysis – Chapter 5 outlines
the development of thinking about organisations and management. It
recognises that the way we work, think and behave in organisations is, in part,
a product of organisational norms and accepted ways of organising. Knowledge
of organisation and management theory gives you a particular insight into the
development of modern organisations. We explore contemporary views and
research in this regard and take a look at organisations through many different
‘lenses’ and from various perspectives. This enables you to appreciate the
complexity of organisations and of people’s behaviour.

● Exploring the nature of management and of leadership – Chapter 6 discusses
some of the principal schools of thought in this regard and examines
contemporary thinking, particularly about leadership. The chapter also seeks to
determine the qualities of successful leadership and explores the intrinsically
behavioural nature of both leadership and followership.

● Examining how organisations are structured and controlled – Chapter 7
discusses contemporary and possible future developments towards flexibility,
and flexible organisations, drawing on a burgeoning research base.

OB and your learning: book structure and rationale 7
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● Exploring the constant struggle for control in organisations – Chapter 8
investigates power, politics and conflict. We look at powerlessness and
empowerment.

● Focusing on the concept of organisational culture – Chapter 9 recognises how
important the study and awareness of organisational culture has become in the
past two decades. It is widely believed that the culture of a company may have
a major bearing on its attempts to change, on both the process and outcome of
managerial decision making, on its competitiveness and upon its performance.

● Examining culture in a broader global context – Chapter 10 fascinatingly
explores the nature and influence of national culture and cultural differences
on managerial and workplace activity. This chapter seeks to draw together the
topics and themes addressed in a global, dynamic, context.

In the interests of focus and brevity this text does not cover all the topics that are
often considered within the ‘territory’ or remit of organisational behaviour, or at
least, does not provide detailed coverage of them. These include aspects of human
resource management (HRM), organisational development and stress, for example.
Certainly, OB underpins and informs these functional areas, and knowledge of OB
is a useful, if not essential, prerequisite for any HR manager and all managers who,
as part of their line responsibilities, work with people. It is, however, not essential
for an OB book to discuss the various HR considerations which are adequately
covered elsewhere. These topics are important yet would, if covered in appropriate
detail, necessitate a far weightier tome than this. The contents of this book repre-
sent the areas of focal importance in the subject, and its design is, largely, derived
from research conducted among academic tutors of organisational behaviour in
over thirty universities and higher education organisations.

Case studies and examples

Each chapter in the book contains a small number of mini-cases which serve to
illustrate a particular aspect of the material covered. They aim to provide an insight
into a ‘real-life’ scenario and are worthy of further analysis and debate. Some of the
scenarios can be critically analysed or explored from a number of perspectives.
Some encourage a management problem-solving approach whereas others invite
fresh insights in order to better understand organisational behaviour.

A number of medium-sized case studies grouped at the end of the book illustrate
the subject of OB. They aim to develop your understanding of OB further by
encouraging you to apply many of the theoretical ideas covered in the book and
explore explanations for observed behaviour. It is hoped that you will attempt to
demonstrate your capacity for critical thinking when tackling the cases and make
efforts to get beneath the surface in your analysis. It is also hoped that the cases will
assist you to appreciate that organisational life is complex and rich and will help
you to develop the capacity to engage in rigorous analysis of behavioural scenarios
in organisations.

Chapter 1 • Introduction8
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Four themes: change, diversity, conflict and communications

Four themes inform and influence a number of the topics covered in the book.
These themes, organisational change, diversity (e.g. of gender and race), communi-
cations and conflict, often form separate chapters in OB texts. However, in an
attempt to illustrate the interconnectedness of organisations and the all-embracing
significance of these four themes they are integrated into each key chapter. To a
large extent behaviour in organisations is influenced by and in turn influences the
nature of change, diversity, communications and conflict in the workplace. All four
are omnipresent in organisations. They are part of the fabric and reality of organis-
ational life. The degree of success in the management of change, the management
of communications and the management of conflict influences the competitiveness
of the organisation and its ability to meet its objectives.

The four themes closely relate to the main topics covered in this book, such as
motivation, teamwork, structure, politics and culture. For example, organisational
culture is often seen as ‘an intangible glue’ (Morgan, 1986) which binds people
together. As such, it is argued, culture reduces potential conflict in organisations
which have a strongly held value and belief system. Organisational change often
goes hand in glove with cultural change; an appreciation of the former involves
knowledge of the latter, whereas communication, in its broadest sense, is the mech-
anism whereby culture is learned and changed. Hence, these four themes improve
our understanding of and enrich the concept of culture and the other topics
covered. This approach should enable you to understand better the complexity of
organisational reality.

Diversity in the workplace

Most organisations employ a diverse array of people. Chapter 2 in this book explores
individual differences and demonstrates how such differences can influence how
organisations function. However, in addition to generic differences in personality, per-
ception, learning, communication styles and so forth there is also diversity of gender,
race, class, native language, national origin, age, sexual orientation and religion.
Organisations are rich human environments, environments which require of all
employees and leaders recognition, tolerance but hopefully celebration of individual

OB and your learning: book structure and rationale 9

Throughout the book a number of mini-cases focus on the learning which can be achieved

by viewing and discussing an excerpt from a well-known film (unusually a ‘classic’ if not con-

temporary) or television programme in the context of the theory being discussed. Some

films and TV programmes contain a wealth of learning experiences of relevance to human

behaviour, individually or collectively, in organisations. Ideally, in each case you or your tutor

would access the film or programme in question and incorporate it into the learning experi-

ence. The lessons are often more memorable than the words available to us!

Illustration in film
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and group differences. Within each chapter of the book we will attempt to reflect,
albeit briefly, on diversity in the context of organisational behaviour. Moreover, we
ask the reader to reflect further on this vital aspect of organisations. We briefly explore
here some of the issues of relevance to OB.

Traditionally formal organisations (refer to Chapter 6) enjoy close links to male
stereotypical behaviours. The male stereotype is a logical, rational, aggressive, stra-
tegic, competitive decision maker, while formal organisations support and generate
much of this type of behaviour. It is argued that these behaviours and the values
that underpin them promote men and hold back talented women and ethnic
minorities in the workplace – the barriers have often been referred to as the ‘glass
ceiling’. Women who are perceived to be successful are often considered to be
unfeminine or to have exhibited male behaviours. Feminine stereotypical behav-
iours are said to derive from their historical role as family-oriented carers and
peacemakers making them more sensitive to others’ needs and having good non-
verbal and perceptual skills, intuition and inter-personal skills. Some research
evidence supports stereotypical differences. Behaviouralists believe that differences
between sexes and races are learned, from early childhood, and often sustained and
developed in the workplace.

Although discrimination has been outlawed for many years, it pervades the
culture in a more subtle way. It can be argued that biased attitudes and behaviours
can prove to be obstacles to the advancement of non-traditional managers.

There are conflicting views and practices regarding working with diversity in the
workplace. For example, some suggest that employees should develop unitary
behaviour, should attempt to remove differences between the sexes, races and so
forth. Others argue, in a sense, quite the opposite, that an organisation that cele-
brates differences and recognises the value each can bring to the organisation might
not only provide for a more pleasant work environment but also promote organis-
ational goals. 

Figure 1.2 illustrates the structure of this book. It indicates the main topic of each
chapter, plus the four themes that are integrated throughout and the three levels of
analysis; individual, group and organisation. The whole is enclosed in a circle, illus-
trating the global context in which organisations operate, reminding you of the
significance of context in the study and appreciation of OB. The relentless trend
towards globalisation, driven by technology in the fields of communication and
information dissemination, together with the rapid pace of sociopolitical changes,
is creating the highly dynamic global environment within which organisations now
have to operate. Change in organisations can be said to be omnipresent and discon-
tinuous: that is, it is not always predictable in its direction, its nature or its pace.
Ironically, and often not particularly usefully, most OB theories are not themselves
dynamic.

The changes taking place in most organisations have often immediate and far-
reaching implications for people and for their behaviour. An awareness of context
and change is stressed in this book, particularly in Chapter 10, but also as an
ongoing theme. You will also need to relate the materials covered in this book to
your own experiences and to your world, recognising, of course, that the world is
itself ever changing. We are all left with a significant challenge, but one which may

Chapter 1 • Introduction10
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be better informed by gaining a useful insight into the subject of organisational
behaviour.
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Perspectives on individual behaviour

Learning outcomes

On completion of this chapter you should be able to:

● understand how different aspects of organisational behaviour can impact on the

organisation as a whole;

● appreciate different theories about personality formation and evaluate the extent to

which personality testing is an effective method of recruitment;

● have a clearer idea of the process of perception and how perceptions might change at

individual level;

● understand how values and attitudes are formed, and the implications for

organisational change and conflict;

● evaluate different perspectives of the learning process at both the individual and the

organisational level;

● be able to identify the importance of effective decision making and the significance of

cognitive style;

● understand all of the above within the context of change, conflict and communication.

Key concepts

● individual personality and behaviour

● personality in the organisation

● personality testing

● perceptual processes

● attribution theory

● attitudes and values

● individual learning

● learning styles

● individual decision making

● the Johari Window

● psychological contracts

● emotional labour

Jon Stephens

2
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An organisation comprises the individuals who make up its membership, and it is the behav-

iour and interaction of these individuals which influence all other areas of organisational

behaviour, whether group behaviour, leadership or the corporate culture of the organisation

itself. Thus an understanding of individual behaviour is an essential tool to help us under-

stand the way people behave and how they interact with each other and perhaps, even, to

understand our own behaviour in an organisational context.

Introduction

An organisation, by its very nature, is composed of individuals who are ‘organised’
in some way or form in order to achieve certain objectives. Thus, individuals are the
basic building material around which an organisation functions, and an under-
standing of individual behaviour is an essential prerequisite to the exploration of
how individuals work in groups and how the organisation itself behaves.
Organisations sometimes forget this point in the struggle for corporate survival.
However, it could be argued that the radical changes being forced on organisations
as a result of increasingly turbulent environments are forcing them to reassess the
role of individuals in terms of their capacity for individual and collective develop-
ment and the potential which this has for revitalising the organisation. It is
interesting that one of the most significant developments in recent years has been
the concept of the Learning Organisation (Senge, 1990; Burgoyne, 1995), which
seeks to develop people so that the organisation can constantly learn from good
practice and continually adapt itself in a fast-moving environment.

Emphasis is being placed increasingly upon individuals in terms of assessing the
significance of the personality of the key players in the organisation, how learning
occurs in an organisation, how decisions are made, how values and attitudes are
determined and how they can be changed, and how perception influences all of
these. This chapter examines some of these issues in the light of relevant theories
and recent trends. The context of change and conflict in the organisation and the
importance of communication as the effective cement which holds the organis-
ation together are also considered.

Individual behaviour and personality

The starting point for an examination of individual behaviour in the organisation is
personality. Personality theory overlaps strongly with other disciplines, most notably
psychology, and there are a large number of personality theories (Ewen, 1988), each
taking a different perspective. There is a similarly wide range of definitions of per-
sonality which can make the concept more complex. For our purposes we will define
personality as: specific characteristics of individuals which may be open or hidden and
which may determine either commonality or differences in behaviour in an organisation.

The definition given above suggests that personality affects other people in an
organisation through interaction but also that it affects how individuals see them-
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selves and thus the extent to which individuals are a positive or a negative force in
the organisation. For example, personality differences can lead to hostility between
individuals, which could hinder the development of effective teams, although the
right mix of different personalities can lead to the formation of efficient teams
(Belbin, 1996). Attitudes and motivation are influenced by personality in terms of
how individuals respond to motivational stimuli or, more negatively, how a nega-
tive concept of self can lead to attitudes which might hamper attempts to motivate
individuals at an organisational level. Leadership styles are also affected, and the
ability to create commonality of purpose may be significant in relation to the
process of developing a strong organisational culture.

Furthermore, it could be argued that personality may have a major bearing on
the way people behave in an organisation. An issue often debated is the extent of
this interaction, as it is argued that behaviour is determined by a number of innate
factors, based around personal attributes, and also by a number of environmental
factors outside the control of the individual. Some of these factors can be seen in
Table 2.1.

The concept of factors affecting behaviour was developed by Lewin (1951) with
the model:

B � f (P, E)

where: B � Behaviour

P � Person (innate), and

E � Environment

Lewin’s theory suggests several ideas which have been developed by interactional
psychology and which argue that people are influenced by both innate and
environmental factors and that behaviour results from the continuous interaction
between these factors. Furthermore, it suggests that environmental factors can be
changed by situations in the organisation but also that they have the capacity to
change the organisation. The person aspect indicates that people are influenced by
many innate factors. The theory proposes that individual behaviour should be
examined both from the organisational perspective (objective) and from the indi-
vidual’s perspective (subjective). In this chapter we focus primarily on innate
individual characteristics, although we also look at organisational factors that influ-
ence, or are influenced by, different aspects of behaviour.

Individual behaviour and personality 15

Table 2.1 Variables affecting individual behaviour

Innate factors Environmental factors

Personality Organisation/work factors

Perception Family

Values Peer group pressures

Abilities Personal life experiences

National culture
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Personality theories

If we accept that personality is the driving factor influencing a range of innate
characteristics of the individual, then we have to look at how personality is formed
and to explore some of the typologies which relate to personality. However, just as
with behaviour, there is a debate concerning the extent to which personality is
innate or is determined by environmental factors such as those identified in Table
2.1. These two perspectives have been called a nomothetic perspective and an idio-
graphic perspective (see Hicks, 1996). The nomothetic approach strongly supports
the view that personalities are fixed and determined by heredity and cannot be sig-
nificantly influenced by environmental factors. This approach would suggest that
there are a number of clear personality types that can be identified and which it is
possible to measure, and thus that it might be possible to predict behaviour in the
organisation.

The idiographic approach takes the opposite perspective and, while recognising
that individuals do have unique innate characteristics, it also suggests that person-
ality can be moulded and that both personality and behaviour are influenced by

Chapter 2 • Perspectives on individual behaviour16

Television example: the Big Brother phenomenon

The television show Big Brother originated in the Netherlands, has since been syndicated

in most European countries, and is currently well into its fifth or even sixth editions. It has

spawned a whole host of ‘reality TV’ shows where contestants have to share a house whilst

undertaking other tasks (e.g. The Apprentice series on BBC in 2005). The concept of Big

Brother is a simple one. Ten to twelve contestants share a house over several weeks where

their behaviour is observed through a battery of hidden cameras. The contestants are given

tasks to fulfil and tension is created at the end of each week as the contestants have to vote

for the two people who they would most like to leave the house, with the final decision being

made by the television vote, via phone-in or the internet. Eventually there will only be two

people left, and the winner is the one who wins the TV vote at this stage, for which they

receive a financial prize. The shows have been massively successful across Europe with

many people becoming addicted to the series, sometimes using the 24-hour video link with

the show or through the internet (in the UK counselling was offered for the worst cases).

So why was it so successful and why is it our chosen illustration for Chapter 2? The

answer lies in the fascination of watching individual interaction and in relating the behaviour

observed in the house to our own. The series has a number of areas of interest for the

student studying organisational behaviour. There is the emergence of leaders within the

group, whether the group develops successfully or whether there are ‘outsiders’ who don’t

accept the group norms. From the perspective of this chapter there is the observation of

individual behaviour and how the individuals interact with each other – an issue which is at

the heart of any organisation. The examples used in this chapter relate to the second series

of Big Brother (see Ritchie, 2001)

Illustration in film
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specific environmental experiences. On this basis supporters of this approach are
less willing to accept the belief that personality can easily be identified by testing.

It is clear that the debate about whether personality is influenced by nomothetic
or idiographic factors has implications for education and crime issues, but in this
chapter we look at personality theories from an organisational perspective.

Trait theories

Trait theories clearly fit the nomothetic approach in the sense that it is suggested
that people have certain inherent traits which determine their personality and thus their
behaviour (see Chapter 3 for a discussion of trait theories of motivation). These
theories have been popular since the days of Hippocrates, who identified four main
types of personality – phlegmatic, sanguine, melancholic and choleric – which were
often incorporated into medical examinations in ancient times with often bizarre
medical remedies being used to treat or temper these ‘conditions’. The concept was
developed further by Allport (1961) and Eysenck (1973), among others.

Eysenck (1973) identified a range of personality characteristics along scales from
extrovert to introvert and neurotic to stable. Thus, phlegmatic could be seen as
stable introvert, sanguine as stable neurotic, melancholic as neurotic introvert and
choleric as neurotic extrovert. From this Eysenck suggested that if the relevant traits
of an individual can be identified then that person’s behaviour can be predicted.
Although Eysenck’s theory can be criticised for its relatively simple approach to a
complex issue, it has attracted considerable attention from managers who saw the
appeal of trait identification as a means of selection in the organisation.This led to
the suggestion that it might be possible to use some of these theories to develop
means of testing personality within the organisation, especially in the context of
recruitment and selection, where the organisation may have specific traits that it is
looking for in employees and which can in turn be identified by the use of a per-
sonality test. This idea was further developed by Cattell and Kline (1977), who
devised a much more sophisticated range of traits which could be used as the frame-
work for personality testing. These are shown in Table 2.2.

Trait theorists have argued (see Weiss, 1996) the existence of five main personality
traits which are the most significant for determining behaviour. These key traits are:

● agreeableness – an individual can be seen as very agreeable or very
uncooperative;

● openness to experience – the range is from very open minded to closed and
narrow minded;

● extrovert or introvert – the range is from very sociable and outgoing to more
reserved and cautious;

● conscientiousness – the range is from responsible to irresponsible;

● emotionally stable – the range is from an ability to control emotions to a more
unstable emotional pattern.

Such theories continue to be the subject of criticism, however, on the grounds that
so close a focus on innate personality traits can mean that the influence of other
factors is diminished or sidelined. There has also been criticism that some of the

Individual behaviour and personality 17
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factors mentioned by Cattell are too close to one another, and it could therefore be
argued that it is too simplistic an approach to yield meaningful insights into a very
complex issue.

Humanistic approach

The humanistic approach, developed by Rogers (1970), also focuses on the indi-
vidual and is nomothetic in parts. A central part of Rogers’ view is that individuals
experience a need for personal growth and fulfilment (‘self-actualisation’). This
approach is very much focused on the development of the individual but also
explores the concept of ‘self’ and the self-concept, that is, how people perceive
themselves. The potential fulfilment for the individual will depend upon the self-
concept as much as, if not more than, on any objective measures of fulfilment or
development.

Psychodynamic theory

Psychodynamic theory relates to the work of Freud and certainly possesses an idio-
graphic (environmental) perspective in that Freud saw personality as being
developed by a number of environmental factors, most notably parental relation-
ships and the effects of various types of trauma. One significant aspect of Freud’s
work in the present context is the theory that behaviour can be driven by uncon-
scious or hidden personality factors and that these influences can sometimes be
used to explain various types of irrational behaviour. For Freud, behaviour and per-
sonality were determined by a constant battle between the id (which is the basic

Chapter 2 • Perspectives on individual behaviour18

Table 2.2 Cattell and Kline’s 16 personality factors

Factor Low score description* High score description*

A Reserved Outgoing

B Less intelligent More intelligent

C Affected by feelings Emotionally stable

E Humble Assertive

F Sober Happy-go-lucky

G Expedient Conscientious

H Sly Venturesome

I Tough-minded Tender minded

L Trusting Suspicious

M Practical Imaginative

N Forthright Shrewd

O Self-assured Apprehensive

Q1 Conservative Experimenting

Q2 Group-dependent Self-sufficient

Q3 Undisciplined Controlled

Q4 Relaxed Tense

* On scale of 1 to 10.

Source: Cattell, R. B. and Kline, P. (1977) The Scientific Analysis of Personality and Motivation, Academic Press,

Table 4.1, pp. 44–5.
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drive in the personality which can often act irrationally and on impulse), the
superego (which imposes a whole range of environmental influences such as
parental and societal factors on to the mind or conscience) and the ego (which seeks
to balance the often conflicting directions of the id and superego).

It is suggested that it is this compromise by the ego which leads to certain behav-
ioural characteristics. Some of these may be significant for the organisation, such as
‘denial’ – where the individual refuses to recognise a change which can be harmful
and so ignores it. ‘Compensation’ is another behavioural characteristic – where an
individual compensates for weaknesses in one area by doing too much in another,
for example, avoiding making important strategic decisions by making numerous
small operational ones which still avoid the main problem. It also adds to under-
standing of individual defence mechanisms and thus the behaviour of managers
who might feel threatened in a change situation, i.e. over-reaction.

Although Freud’s work has led to the development of psychoanalysis, it has been
criticised in an organisational context as many of the suggestions have not been
proven. Nevertheless, the concept of the subconscious and some of the behavioural
patterns identified by Freud are useful for understanding personality. Some of these
issues are used with the Johari Window technique, which is discussed later in the
chapter.

Jung’s personality theory

The personality theory developed by Jung is linked to some aspects of psychodynamic
theory but also has more practicable implications in that it has led to the design of dif-
ferent types of personality testing. Also idiographic in nature, Jung’s theory looked at
four dimensions of personality. He started from personality types also identified by
Eysenck, namely ‘extrovert’ or ‘introvert’, and then went on to pick out two types of per-
ception,whichhecalled ‘sensing’ and ‘intuiting’ andwhichreferred to theway inwhich
people get their information. The third dimension of this theory concerned judgement,
which he differentiated into two types, which he called thinking and feeling, terms
which also refer to decision-making styles. The fourth dimension is that of judging or
perceiving, which reflects how we relate to the environment. The significance of Jung’s
analysis, apart from its place in the development of psychology as a discipline, was that
his concepts were used by Myers (1987) to develop the Myers–Briggs Type Indicator
(MBTI), which can be seen in Table 2.3 and again is a basis for personality testing.

Questionnaires, informed by the criteria illustrated in Table 2.3, are used to eval-
uate personality and develop profiles based on combinations of characteristics
identified in the table. These are used extensively in organisations as a tool in staff
selection, development, promotion and even redundancy, although the validity of
personality testing has been questioned.

Personality in the organisation

There are a number of organisational situations in which personality has an impact
but, equally, there are certain personality characteristics which might be more
important for understanding people who work in organisations and which can be
used to explain the behaviour of individuals in organisations.

Individual behaviour and personality 19

ORGB_C02.QXP  26/9/05  3:58 pm  Page 19



 

One area of significance is that of locus of control, which is the amount of control
that individuals feel they have over a situation. If an individual feels that he or she has
a high degree of control over what happens to him or her then that person is said
to have an internal locus of control, whereas an individual who feels that he or she
is primarily influenced by other people, or the organisation, is said to have an
external locus of control. Those with an internal locus of control tend to be more
motivated and committed as they believe that they can influence outcomes in
terms of their career progression, whereas those with an external locus of control
are less likely to take this view. The motivational aspect can be linked to expectancy
theory (refer to Chapter 3), which states that where individuals feel that they can
influence the environment in which they operate, they will generally exert more
effort to achieve, and may work more independently; the individual with an
external locus of control is more likely to need a more structured environment such
as is found in bureaucratic organisations. In the Big Brother scenario, one of the con-
testants with a strong internal locus of control sought to exercise this control by the
use of winking by deliberately including some people in secret winks whilst
excluding others, and to reinforce the perception that he was in control of the situ-
ation (see Ritchie, 2001, p. 113).

A key factor in this regard is how individuals perceive themselves within the
organisation. This is particularly pertinent in the areas of self-esteem and self-effi-
cacy. The concepts of self-esteem and self-fulfilment relate back to Rogers’
humanistic theory. Self-esteem is seen as an individual’s evaluation of self-worth: basi-
cally, this relates to how good the individual feels about him or herself in the
organisation. Obviously, if a person has high self-esteem this person will be more
confident, although there is always a danger of overconfidence in that the indi-
vidual’s perception of his or her self-worth may not be matched by the
organisation’s perception. However, positive self-esteem can lead to an individual
adopting a positive attitude in the organisation, and this will affect that person’s
motivation, attendance record and ability to handle stress. The more serious issue
for the organisation is that of low self-esteem, which may lead to a more negative
outlook towards issues relating to the organisation and an individual’s worth to the
organisation.

This concept of organisational-based self-esteem (OBSE) is being increasingly
recognised by managers as a mechanism whereby self-esteem can be built up in
organisations. It has implications in terms of the extent to which managers should
seek to encourage or control it. Self-efficacy is linked to self-esteem in that it relates
to an individual’s perception of his or her ability to complete a task. Given the com-
plexity of many tasks in the modern organisation it is important to help individuals
develop their self-efficacy and to encourage them to believe that they can complete
tasks effectively, perhaps through training in time management and other tech-
niques. If an individual has low self-efficacy then it may affect that person’s
behaviour and ability to complete tasks. In a task-based culture, failure in this
respect could be detrimental to the individual concerned and the organisation’s
development. It should also be noted that the concept of ‘self’ may vary between
one national culture and another. Factors that may cause high self-esteem and self-
efficacy in one culture may not transfer so readily to another (refer to Chapter 10).

Chapter 2 • Perspectives on individual behaviour20
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Table 2.3 Myers–Briggs type indicators

Personality type

Extrovert Introvert

Outgoing Quiet

Publicly expressive Reserved

Interacting Concentrating

Speaks then thinks Thinks then speaks

Gregarious Reflective

Perception

Sensing Intuitive

Practical General

Specific Abstract

Feet on the ground Head in the clouds

Details Possibilities

Concrete Theoretical

Judgement

Thinking Feeling

Analytical Subjective

Clarity Harmony

Head Heart

Justice Mercy

Rules Circumstances

Relating to environment

Judging Perceiving

Structured Flexible

Time-orientated Open ended

Decisive Exploring

Organised Spontaneous

Source: Adapted from Nelson, D.L. and Quick, J.C. (1996) Organizational Behavior: The Essentials. Copyright

West Publishing Corporation, St Paul, MN, p. 86.

A further area which could be of significance is how individuals in an organis-
ation handle stress. A number of approaches have been developed to evaluate stress
and an individual’s ability to handle stress. One such approach attempts to cate-
gorise people into personality types, type A or type B, in relation to how they deal
with stress. The type A personality profile is of an individual who is always moving,
who talks rapidly, is impatient, feels continuously under time pressure, is competi-
tive, is obsessed by numbers and is often aggressive. The type B personality is more
patient, less concerned about time, and tends to be more relaxed in his or her
approach to work. As one may surmise, the type A personality is more likely to
suffer from stress, although possibly is more successful in career terms. In addition,
type As are also more prone to heart diseases and other stress-related illnesses.

One of the organisational areas where personality issues are most significant is
personality testing. Such testing can inform decisions in relation to selection and
advancement and even be used to facilitate downsizing. We have already seen two
examples of personality tests – Cattell’s Trait Analysis and the Myers–Briggs Type
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Indicators based on Jung’s analysis. Although other forms of testing are used in
organisations, such as graphology, which is favoured in France, personality tests are
still used widely. In the UK, for example, some 51 per cent of companies use tests
to recruit executives and 40 per cent use them for non-executive appointments
(Willis, 1997). However, there are a number of reasons why personality testing is
being increasingly questioned, as can be seen in Mini-case 2.1.

Perception and the perceptual process

Perception is an essential factor in determining individual behaviour both inside
and outside an organisation. We all look at events that happen to us, or situations
that occur, in different ways. Imagine your favourite team losing a match. As a sup-
porter you might perceive that this has been caused by the team having poor
players; a fellow supporter may see the outcome as a result of poor management;
and yet another supporter may see it as a significant improvement on previous
defeats! We are all looking at the same situation (the actual match) but from a dif-
ferent perspective and thus our reactions to the situation may differ considerably.
Within an organisation a continual stream of things may take place and yet these
can be perceived very differently by individuals. Imagine an organisation
announcing an impending reorganisation. This may be perceived by some in the
organisation as an opportunity for advancement through new job opportunities,
whereas others might see it as a threat to their existing job: thus some may welcome
the change and others may seek to resist it.

Testing times for personality tests

Personality testing is something which many of us will

undergo during our careers, with an interview being

preceded by a bank of questionnaires which are

meant to give our current, or prospective, employer

an idea of our personality, personal characteristics

and potential. However, recent developments are

suggesting that personality testing may not be as

effective as it was intended to be.

One problem has been that some candidates

manage to ‘second-guess’ the tests and give

answers that they believe would please the employer

rather than give their true response. This is particu-

larly true with some well-known types of tests about

which candidates can find out before the interview.

As a result the Halifax Bank, worried about the

manipulation of tests, has turned away from tra-

ditional psychometric tests towards more work-

related aptitude tests.

A second area of concern has been the fear of

legal action by individuals who feel that the tests

have discriminated against them, especially on a

racial basis. A series of race-bias cases has led to a

sharp decline in the use of personality testing in the

USA. In the UK, Asian guards at Paddington station

feared that their career prospects would be dimin-

ished after they achieved poor test scores. It was

shown by the Council for Racial Equality that cultural

differences would affect the candidates’ responses

to tests. This case was settled without going to court

and the procedures were amended.

The issue of Western cultural bias in personality

testing has also surfaced, especially when multina-

tional organisations have used personality testing on

a global basis (Cronbach, 1995). Some of the prob-

Mini-case 2.1: Criticisms of personality testing
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So what is perception? In simple terms it is how we view and interpret the events and

situations in the world about us. It can be looked upon as a cognitive process and a
social information process whereby we go through the process of:

● picking up some external stimuli, such as some event or perhaps some personal
interaction;

● screening, when we only acknowledge the stimuli we choose to acknowledge;

● some interpretation and categorisation of these stimuli, possibly based on
previous experience or on our upbringing.

Thus, in the previously mentioned example, perhaps the external stimulus is
hearing that my team has lost yet again. I may screen this information in a nega-
tive manner, assuming that something is wrong with the team rather than that it
has just had a bad day. Finally, I may interpret this information on the basis of pre-
vious experience of supporting the team, and decide that it is a further example of
bad management.

Within organisations, perception has a major impact on such matters as selection
interviews, but it can apply to a range of situations, one of which we use to illus-
trate the basic model of social perception – see Figure 2.1.

Imagine a situation where a new leader has arrived in an organisation and he or
she is perhaps seeking to bring about a cultural change by addressing some middle
managers on the need to adopt new objectives or to create a new vision for the

Perception and the perceptual process 23

lems that have been encountered are familiarity with

the types of questions encountered, language

awareness, the speed at which responses are

expected, and different social and cultural norms.

Thus a UK-derived questionnaire may lead to dis-

torted results if applied in English to a group of

Indonesian managers.

THE SITUATION

Formal or informal
Location

THE PERCEIVED

Appearance
Behaviour
Verbal communication
Non-verbal communication
Events

THE PERCEIVER

Personality
Attitudes and values
Self-concept
Experience
Mood

Figure 2.1 The perceptual process

ORGB_C02.QXP  26/9/05  3:58 pm  Page 23



 

company. In other words, this is a change situation. Much of the success of the
change process will depend on the nature of the perceivers (the middle managers),
who may initially be suspicious of the new leader because of their experience of
other leaders, or because they have low self-esteem or because they may associate
change with job losses. Much will therefore depend on the abilities of the perceived
(the new leader) to overcome their fear and suspicion and thus change their percep-
tion of him or her. The new leader will need good presentational skills – using
positive verbal and non-verbal communication – backed by a reassuring appearance
and the ability to convince them of the value of the change. The situation may also
be significant, that is, whether the presentation is made in an office at work during
their lunch break or on an away day, where the middle managers can focus on the
change issues under consideration and mix both formally and informally.
Ultimately, this interaction and the perception of the new leader by the middle
managers may have a crucial bearing on whether the change process is successful.

However, one must be aware of a number of factors that can distort this whole
process. One of the most common of these is perceptual stereotyping, where gener-
alisations are made about certain groups of people. What will happen if the new leader
is a young woman and the middle managers all older men? There is, of course, the
danger that the middle managers hold stereotypes of younger women which will
interfere with her ability to get her message over to them. There are many areas
where the ethos of male managers dominates despite the lack of any apparent
rational reason for this (Hansard Society Commission Report, 1990), and where
women have trouble reaching the top of the organisation. This tendency can be
very pronounced in male-dominated national cultures such as that of Japan, where
Hofstede (1984) has indicated that the high masculinity index found in that
country makes it very difficult for women managers to progress in organisations (see
Chapter 10).
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Big Brother and Working Girl

One of the most interesting features of Big Brother was the difference between percep-

tions of the contestants to certain individuals compared to the popular perception as

evidenced by the television vote. One of the contestants, Paul Clarke, was nominated four

times for eviction by the housemates, who perceived him as the most unpopular in the

house, and yet each time there was a massive vote in his favour by the television voters,

who clearly perceived him differently. The same phenomenon happened in the Dutch series,

where the individual continually rejected in the house finally won the contest. Use the per-

ception model to explain why this might have happened. 

The issue of selective perception has been used in many films. One of the best of these

was Working Girl (1989) starring Melanie Griffths and Harrison Ford. Griffiths plays a sec-

retary who poses as her unpleasant female boss and thus creates confusion in how she is

perceived by other members of the organisation, especially as she is very good at man-

aging.

Illustration in film
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Selective perception is a further development of stereotyping, in that the perceivers
may already be conditioned as to how they perceive the perceived. In the example quoted
above, the new leader may have brought from a previous organisation to the new
organisation a reputation as a ‘job cutter’. Thus, given the initial suspicion of the
group, it may prove almost impossible to change their attitudes if they only per-
ceive the new leader as someone who has come there to cut jobs (probably their
jobs) in the organisation. It is probable that other ‘messages’ that do not conform
with the expected stereotype are screened out or ignored. The result of a meeting
between the middle managers and the new leader can be fairly easily predicted.

On the other hand the ‘halo effect’ may apply, where the perceivers pick upon a par-
ticular attribute of the perceived and it is this which determines their overall perception. It
may be that the perceived communicates well, or has a good sense of humour, or is
seen as ‘one of the gang’ in a social setting, and this may influence perceptions irres-
pective of the new leader’s ability. Sometimes a new leader arrives with a high
reputation which leads to an initial positive perception and, consequently, the new-
comer may enjoy a ‘honeymoon’ period.

Another possible distortion can arise from self-fulfilling prophecies – the expecta-
tion that others will act in certain ways no matter what they actually do or say. Returning
to our example, the new leader may be trying to explain a much wider strategic
change in the company but the middle managers may only pick up on any
comment or issue which could be seen to affect jobs. Thus, whereas the overall
theme of the talk by the new leader may be strategic and positive, it will be per-
ceived by the middle managers as operational (that is, dealing with the possibility
of job losses) and negative, that is, it is fulfilling their prophecy.

Mezias and Starbuck (Hodgkinson, 2003) have studied key factors affecting man-
agers’ perceptions and found they were conditioned by the degree of their
experience, their level of training and interpersonal skills, the nature of the organ-
isational culture and the individual’s position in the hierarchy, although they did
note that managers may bias information in order to improve their own position.

Attribution theory

The concept of attribution is related to perception in that it seeks to evaluate the
way we perceive our own behaviour and the behaviour of others: that is, we seek
causes or attributes of our own behaviour and of that of people with whom we
come into contact inside the organisation. The original work on attribution (Heider,
1958) was developed by Kelley (1973) with his attributional theory.

Attributions, that is, the perceived causes for our behaviour or the behaviour of others, can
be seen to be internal, that is, being derived from our own personal attributes. Thus, we
have some control over them: in other words, we enjoy a high locus of control. External
attribution, on the other hand, suggests that external forces, such as factors in the organ-
isation, are the cause of our attributes. Obviously we all have different patterns of
attribution.Achievement-orientated individualsmaywell see their attributionsasbeing
based primarily on internal factors and their own ability to achieve success. Kelley devel-
oped this concept by looking at whether we attribute other people’s behaviour as being
aproductofeither internalorexternal causes.Hebased thisanalysisonthreekey factors:
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● Consensus: do other people in the same situation behave in the same way?

● Distinctiveness: was the observed behaviour distinctive or does the person
behave in the same way in other situations?

● Consistency: has the person always behaved in this way over a period of time?

The answers to the above questions depend on the judgement of the perceiver.
Imagine that you (as a senior manager) receive a complaint about the behaviour of
one of your middle managers towards a client. If on investigation you find that no
other client has complained about any other manager, this would imply low con-
sensus, whereas if there were a number of complaints about a number of managers
it would imply high consensus. If there had been complaints about the same
manager in a different context it would imply low distinctiveness, but if there had
not been any previous complaints about this manager in different areas of the
organisation it would suggest that the manager’s action was very distinctive and
thus had high distinctiveness. Finally, if there had been complaints about this
manager over a period of time it would suggest high consistency, whereas if there
was no history of complaints about the manager it would suggest low consistency.

If, following this analysis, you ascertain that the attributional characteristics of
the manager are low consensus, low distinctiveness and high consistency, this
would imply that the behaviour of the manager arose from internal characteristics
rather than being the result of external forces. This is a case of internal attribution
and you may consider that there was something about the behaviour of this
manager that needed further investigation. If, however, a pattern of high con-
sensus, high distinctiveness and low consistency emerged, it might suggest that the
action of the manager was primarily determined by external factors, that is, it was
a case of external attribution. As a result you may consider that this was a unique
event which may reflect more on the nature of the complainant than on the specific
behaviour of the manager concerned.

It was previously stated that attribution is to a large extent based on perception
and there is still therefore the danger of bias or distortion of perception, as men-
tioned earlier. One type of distorted perception is known as fundamental
attribution error, whereby we tend to look at other people’s behaviour from an
internal attribution bias. We assume that aspects of their attribution are determined
by their own personality, intelligence, moods and so on rather than accept that
external factors may have had some impact on their behaviour. For example, we
may observe a colleague who is forgetting things or snapping at other people and
attribute this to their personality, whereas in reality it may be a stress reaction
caused by external factors over which the individual has no control. The second dis-
tortion can come from a self-serving bias by which any successes we have we attribute
to our internal factors (intelligence, skill and so forth) and any problems or lack of
success that we encounter, we attribute to external factors (usually linked to some
aspect of the organisation). For example, you may receive a poor mark for an essay,
and argue that this is because the question was phrased badly or too little time was
given for its completion. Finally, we have to be aware of cultural differences. In
some cultures, behaviour and outcomes are viewed as a product of fate rather than
as something that can be determined by our own actions. In such cultures behav-
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iour would be seen as having an external rather than an internal attribution. Mini-
case 2.2 illustrates this.

Attitudes and values

Attitudes

Attitudes, especially personal attitudes, have a key bearing on how an individual
functions within the organisation, particularly as these attitudes may be reflected in
positive or negative behaviour. Sometimes attitudes may be influenced by the
organisation itself, and one of the challenges facing the modern manager may be
how to effect an attitude change in the organisation within the broad context of
cultural or strategic change.

The perception of older workers

Although perceptual bias and distortion are fre-

quently linked to racial and sexual discrimination in

the organisation, an area which is of increasing

importance is how older people are perceived

within the organisation. This issue has acquired

greater significance as the number of older people

in the population has seen a substantial increase

and, furthermore, these people are increasingly

fitter and more active than at any time in the past. At

the same time, organisations undergoing restruc-

turing and shifting towards more flexible types of

operations have tended to ‘downsize’ by removing

many of this age range from the workforce.

According to Casey (1990), Lyon and Pollard (1997)

and the Personnel Today survey (2004) common

stereotypes of older people are that they are slow,

are physically unfit, cannot cope with new tech-

nology, can be cynical, adapt less well to change

and learn less quickly. The positive perceptions are

that they are more loyal to their employer, are more

reliable, are more customer conscious, that they

work harder and that they add value through experi-

ence. Although older workers who are ‘known’ in an

organisation are often considered effective, the

problem arises when they leave an organisation for

whatever reason and are seeking new employment:

invariably their perceived characteristics as older

workers can militate against them in competition

with younger workers.

The Personnel Today survey of 2004 looked at

perceptions of older workers based on a sample of

500 Human Resource Managers and 1,000

members of the general public. 91 per cent of the

HRM professionals felt that companies discrimi-

nated against employing older people compared to

61 per cent of the general public, although the

majority of the HRM professionals stated they were

positive about employing workers over 50 from their

own experiences with these workers. Most interest-

ingly 69 per cent of the HRM professionals thought

that their own companies were not preparing ade-

quately for the recruitment implications of an ageing

population.

The extent to which perception fits with reality can

be debated. There are cases of older workers strug-

gling with new information technology, for example,

but in many other respects the perception can be

seen to be a false one, yet one which disadvantages

a large number of people. A different perspective

can be seen in the study by Hogarth and Barth

(1991), who studied the experiment by the B & Q

store group which recruited 55 people in its

Macclesfield store exclusively from those aged over

50.

Mini-case 2.2: Perceptual bias

ORGB_C02.QXP  26/9/05  3:58 pm  Page 27



 

An individual’s attitude may result from a number of factors acting together. An
attitude may have an emotional element, reflecting feelings or moods about an
individual or an event, a cognitive component, based more on beliefs, opinions and
knowledge held by an individual and, finally, a behavioural aspect, based on an
individual’s behavioural pattern. For example, if an employee is asked to undertake
some weekend work when he or she is conditioned to the Monday to Friday
pattern, the response may vary. The attitudinal response may depend upon the
employee’s emotional response to working a weekend, the effect on his or her
behavioural pattern (e.g., whether it disrupts a regular commitment on the Saturday
morning) and what this person thinks about the policy of weekend work (e.g.,
whether it is seen as an opportunity to earn more overtime or an undesirable and
inevitable trend in the particular industry). If the individual is unhappy about
changing from the current employment pattern and feels it would disrupt the
normal weekend behavioural pattern and, further, disagrees with the concept of
weekend working, there is a strong likelihood of a negative attitude. On the other
hand, if the individual would quite like a change, does not feel it would greatly
disrupt the weekend behavioural pattern and agrees with the logic of weekend
working (and, possibly, higher pay rates), the attitudinal response is likely to be
more positive.

Attitude formation is partly a reflection of personality formation. Attitudes are
formed from the reaction of a mixture of external events with the individual’s own
personality. Sometimes direct experience is a powerful moulder of attitudes. If you
had an unhappy time studying physics and did not get on with your teacher, this
may prejudice your attitude towards the subject for the foreseeable future. Attitudes
based on direct experiences can be very strong and very hard to break. For example,
if the workforce feel that they have been seriously let down by their managers over
a particular issue, this direct experience can lead to the formation of attitudes which
current, or any future, managers may find it very difficult to change. The other
source of attitude formation lies with social learning, which reflects attitudes picked
up from our peer groups, from our families or other social influences in our life. The
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The outcome was that the store outperformed

other local outlets competing in the same sector,

in terms of profitability, low staff turnover, good

product knowledge and high productivity; even

absenteeism through illness was lower than that

in some of the store’s rivals. These results prob-

ably changed the perception of B & Q, which

now sees older people as a valuable alternative

source of employees. The firm has since desig-

nated more stores as employers of the over 50s.

It should be stated, however, that many of these

workers aged over 50 had previously been

employed in higher-status jobs and been made

redundant. Their skills were, therefore, higher than

those of workers who normally applied for jobs at

that level.

Many other companies have followed B & Q’s

approach including ASDA and Domino’s Pizza (for

further examples see: www.agepositive.gov.uk), and

ASDA has flexible working options such as

‘Benidorm leave’, which is three months’ unpaid

leave between January and March, and grandparent

leave, which gives a week of unpaid leave after the

birth of a grandchild.

One could also widen this discussion to the level

of national culture. Age is much respected in some

cultures, such as in Asia, where the perceptions of

older people differ accordingly.
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peer group factor can be especially strong and can be seen in group behaviour. Once
a group behavioural norm is set, it becomes very hard for members of the group to
go against the group attitude (see Chapter 4 for a discussion of cognitive dissonance
and the phenomenon of groupthink). Very often any dissenting action may lead to
their isolation from the group so they prefer to adapt their attitudes to those of the
group.

Also of significance in this context is the concept of modelling, where an indi-
vidual ‘models’ him or herself on another and seeks to follow and reproduce that
person’s behaviour. Role models often, but not always, can have a benign influence
inside and outside the organisation.

One of the central issues about attitude is the extent to which knowledge about
an individual’s attitudinal set can be used as a predictor of that person’s behaviour
inside the organisation. There has been considerable debate around this issue, but
no clear conclusion has emerged. One can, however, postulate certain tendencies.
For example, if an individual has a very strong attitude on a particular issue (poss-
ibly based on strongly held beliefs) it might affect that person’s behaviour more
directly: that is, strongly held religious or political beliefs might trigger an
immediate behavioural response in certain situations. If an issue is very threatening
(for example, if there is a proposed job reorganisation directly affecting an indi-
vidual’s job), attitudes will be very focused, so triggering a strong behavioural
response. Obviously personality factors influence attitudinal responses, but it must
also be remembered that there are a number of strong social constraints in any
organisation which might dampen an attitudinal response. For example, an indi-
vidual may disagree strongly with a viewpoint taken by a line manager but is
unlikely to respond too aggressively because (a) aggressive attacks on colleagues
may go against the prevalent social norm or culture and (b) antagonising the line
manager may weaken the individual’s position in the organisation. Thus, a
restrained attitudinal response is called for.

One factor that influences attitudes in the organisation is cognitive dissonance.
This results from a conflict between the behavioural and cognitive aspects of attitude. An
example of this might be a middle manager who is promoted and is put in charge
of a group of middle managers who were previously his or her colleagues. The
immediate reaction may be a behavioural one, in that he or she strives to keep on
good terms with previous friends and behaves in a casual, relaxed manner as they
may have done previously. However, the demands of the new job, which will be
cognitive in nature, may put the senior manager in the position of disciplining one
of these old friends or even of making one of them redundant. Thus the behav-
ioural aspect comes into conflict with the cognitive needs of the new job and the
result is cognitive dissonance. This may cause confusion, which may have to be
resolved by:

● the changing of his or her attitude to the old friends and distancing him or
herself from them; or

● getting someone else to make the decision, to avoid being put in this
quandary; or

● quitting the job if the tensions are too great.
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A topical application of this might be that of a football player who is promoted to
manage the team at short notice and who may have to make immediate decisions
about changing the team formation or team personnel.

Managers in organisations are obviously concerned about attitudes to work in
their organisations as they may have a significant bearing on achieving high pro-
ductivity and developing innovation in the organisation. For example, it may be
difficult to achieve these when there is latent hostility between the management
and the workforce or between the managers themselves (the ‘them and us’ phenom-
enon). This can be contrasted with the experience of Japanese companies, where
there is a strong commitment to work, so much so that the danger of overwork has
been a problem ( Japan is one of the few countries that has a word – karoshi – which
means death through overwork). Many surveys are carried out to measure individuals’
attitudes to work and especially their level of job satisfaction. It is argued that, if
problems in attitudes to work can be identified, they can be corrected by organis-
ational changes. However, although one would anticipate that a high level of job
satisfaction would lead to high performance, the evidence is that there is little cor-
relation, as the issue of job performance is a very complex one.

Change at individual level: changing attitudes

We have seen that it is hard to measure attitudes clearly and that it is difficult to
establish simple links between attitude and behaviour and job performance. This is
an area of great concern to managers. The issue of changing attitudes may be highly
significant for a manager who is seeking some form of change in the organisation.
Many of the previously state-owned industries, British Rail and British Gas for
example, had to make significant changes in their operations when they changed
from being state-run industries with no competition, to being part of a much more
competitive privatised sector. Suddenly they had to become ‘leaner’, had to respond
more quickly to the marketplace and, thus, had to change attitudes in the organis-
ation, for example by becoming more customer focused. How, as a senior manager,
can you effect a change in attitude in the organisation? Much will depend upon
issues already covered such as personality and perception, although the issue of
communication is vital here too, as can be seen in Figure 2.2.

As already indicated, much depends on the nature of the person carrying out the
change or ‘the source’. The issue of perception is crucial in this context. The better
the communication skills and ‘charisma’ of the source, the stronger will be the
source’s chances of changing attitudes and perceptions. It is no surprise that poli-
ticians are coached in performing in front of cameras, as their performance may
have a major influence on people’s perception of them and, thus, on their ability to
lead change. It seems a modern trend for political leaders to have to be telegenic in
order to change attitudes, although such a need is perhaps less evident in the busi-
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TARGETSOURCES COMMUNICATION PROCESS

Figure 2.2 Aspects of changing attitudes in organisations
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ness world. The nature of the target audience affects the process of changing atti-
tudes. If we return to the change scenario previously considered, we can appreciate
that the senior manager may have to address and convince people at different levels
in the organisation for the change to succeed and thus will have to think very care-
fully about whether the same approach should be used with different groups of
people. All groups may need reassuring, though what may be a reassuring message
for one group might be perceived as a threat by another and thus might engender
a different attitudinal response: one group might welcome the change, another
resist it.

A further factor is how the message is presented: whether it is in simple or
complex language, whether both negative and positive aspects of the change are
discussed or only the positive aspects. Paradoxically, the identification of negative
factors may lead to a more realistic response from the target audience than if only
the good points are emphasised.

Values

Another factor that influences individual behaviour is values. Many people would
suggest that attitudes and values are fairly closely related, yet it may be strongly
argued that values are deeper than attitudes and more embedded in our character.
It is also suggested that values are longer lasting and that they give us a sense of
what is right and wrong and what is good and bad. Values are developed over time
and may be strongly linked to societal factors like family or peer group or strongly
held beliefs emanating from membership of organisations or deriving from par-
ticular creeds. Organisations have become increasingly interested in both the
individual and the collectively held values which permeate the organisation. Of
particular significance is the issue of ethics in the organisation. The organisation
may seek to portray a strong ethical stance in its operations, reflecting commonly
held ethical values inside the organisation. The Co-operative Bank is a good
example of this, particularly in relation to its ethical investments. The other reason
why an organisation may be interested in values is that if it can develop a set of
commonly held values among its workforce then it is, in effect, creating a specific
corporate culture which might differentiate it from its competitors, thus giving it
competitive advantage.

The question, then, is how to identify values. Rockeach and Ball-Rockeach (1989)
divided values into terminal values and instrumental values. Terminal values can be
seen as desired outcomes, for example peace, harmony, security, happiness, partner-
ship, love and so forth, and instrumental values can be seen as means of behaviour
to achieve these terminal values. The most significant values found in the survey
carried out by Rockeach and Ball-Rockeach were honesty, ambition, responsibility,
a forgiving nature and open-mindedness. It should be noted, however, that this was
essentially an American study of an area in which there might be distinctive
national differences as to what constitutes values. From Rockeach and Ball-
Rockeach’s American values survey, you can see why the issue of ethics is quite
strong in many American companies. A different set of national values, however,
could put a totally different complexion on issues like, for example, the receiving
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of gifts. What might be seen as corrupt behaviour in one country would be seen as
essential politeness in another. This is why the ethical stance of multinational
companies may have to be more complex than those of organisations which
operate only in their home country. Indeed, values are one of the main drivers of
national cultural differences, which is explored further in Chapter 10.

When terminal values are transferred to an organisation, they may comprise the
achievement of excellence or high quality, becoming innovative or, perhaps,
becoming an ethical organisation. When an organisation tries to inculcate ter-
minal values such as these among its workforce, it may seek to promote or develop
instrumental values that will lead to these objectives. These could be attempts to
develop attitudes to work or ways of communicating in the organisation. Ideally
the instrumental values can be developed to create some terminal value or values
which will help determine the new culture of the organisation. They may even be
enshrined in the organisation’s mission statement. For example, Mercury
Communications, in its ‘Mercury 97 imagine’ programme, proclaimed its values as
follows:

● we always put the customer first;

● we are innovative and creative;

● we are true to our word;

● we communicate openly, honestly and with responsibility;

● we all make a difference;

● we value teamwork;

● we produce results.

However, with values as with attitudes, there is a danger of value conflicts occurring
between individuals and groups within the organisation. Therefore it can be diffi-
cult to reconcile these values with organisational values.

Individual learning in the organisation

The issue of learning has become an increasingly important one, both for the indi-
vidual in his or her own right and also in terms of the role of individual learning in
the organisation. One reason for this is that restructuring into ‘flatter’ organisations
(i.e., having fewer levels between senior managers and the lowest level of worker –
see Chapter 7) is leading to more ‘empowerment’, with decisions having to be made
lower down the organisation. Increased use of teamwork is requiring individuals to
learn within a group context. Furthermore, as we move into the twenty-first
century, the increased complexity of the nature of work has meant that there is an
added need for people to be able to adapt and to develop in the organisation. There
is a large group of workers seen as ‘knowledge workers’, whose importance in the
organisation lies as much in their skills and ability to learn as in their adaptability
to new technology. It is probable that this category of worker will increase in the
future at the expense of traditional, manual trades. Thus the issue of individual
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learning and of how individuals can learn within the organisation has gained
prominence. We can even talk of the ‘Learning Organisation’ – one which seeks to
learn through its experiences in order to adapt to rapidly changing environments.

Studies of individual learning often have their roots in the field of psychology.
One of the most significant schools is that of the behaviourists, which includes the
work of people such as Pavlov and Skinner. Pavlov (1927) is famous for his work
with dogs and, in particular, for the experiment in which a plate of food was put in
front of the dog, making it salivate. If a bell was rung when the plate of food arrived,
there would eventually come a time when the dog would salivate on hearing the
bell, regardless of whether food was there. This indicated that the dog had ‘learned’,
or had been conditioned, to react to the sound of the bell. Its behaviour had been
modified. This is called the stimulus–response model as it implies a behavioural
response to some sort of stimulus. This approach was further explored by Skinner
(1974), who developed the concept of operant conditioning – which suggested that
the vast majority of learning is due to what happens after we carry out a certain
action. That is, learning is driven by the behavioural consequences. A dramatic
example might be if you are travelling on the Underground and a warning is issued
for people to be vigilant for pickpockets. Would this change your behaviour when
you are in a crowded carriage with people pressing close to you? Your behavioural
response may have been affected by this stimulus (the announcement). Linked to
operant conditioning is the concept of reinforcement theory, which suggests that
behaviour can be changed, or we can ‘learn’, by encountering specific responses to
our actions. Reinforcement can be of two types. Positive reinforcement can suggest
that your behaviour has been condoned and even appreciated by other people in
the organisation: therefore you are more likely to repeat this behaviour. For
example, if I have put in extra time to finish a report and my boss seeks me out to
thank me and compliment me on the report then I am going to be much more
motivated to carry out this action again. Negative reinforcement is the opposite: for
example, if one is singled out for criticism for some prior action, one will probably
not repeat that action.

There has been criticism of reinforcement theory as a means of behaviour modi-
fication as it is argued that self-reinforcement is the vital factor, that is, the
individual’s decision to change his or her behaviour through self-motivation, rather
than through the negative or positive responses of other people. There is also the
risk that a person could appear to change his or her behaviour in order to achieve
some short-term reward but may revert to type later on. The behaviourist school has
also been criticised for oversimplifying human behaviour and for the fact that too
much of the theory is based purely on laboratory tests.

The cognitive school derives from the work of Tolman (1932) and sees learning
as more complex than just a response to a stimulus. It sees learning as a cognitive
process which is based on expectations and on the connection in the mind between two
or more stimuli: that is, it is a thinking process rather than a purely reaction-based
response. Learning depends, according to this theory, more on values and beliefs and
on whether expectations based on values and beliefs are confirmed as behaviour
takes place. Hence this school suggests that if an individual believes that his or her
friendly behaviour towards other people will tend to be followed by a friendly
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response and this then happens, this person is likely to repeat this behaviour.
Similarly, if a person discovers over time that there are certain times when humour
can help a situation and other times when it cannot, then that person starts to
develop a ‘cognitive map’ which will help guide him or her in future situations.

Learning styles

What might be of more significance to the organisation than the cognitive process
or the behavioural responses is an awareness of learning styles and the ways in
which people learn. One of the most significant styles of learning is illustrated by
Kolb’s learning cycle. Kolb (1976) sees learning as a continuous process which is
based on experiences we encounter and depends on how we interpret and respond
to these. Figure 2.3 illustrates this.

In a sense, Kolb’s model can be seen as experiential learning, constructed on the
belief that we learn by our experiences. Let us assume that my goal is to communicate
with another part of the organisation. I might decide to develop an internal
webpage which means that I can spread information more easily around the organ-
isation. Thus my concrete experience is attempting to set up the web page
electronically. I may then observe that I appear to be receiving more feedback from
colleagues in the organisation than I did previously. Following this observation, and
having reflected on it, I may then start to draw the conclusion that internal web
pages are a much more efficient method of sending information around the organ-
isation than methods I had used previously (the abstract conceptualisation phase).
Having made this conclusion I may then seek to test it out a little more, for
example, by developing content on the web pages and making it more interactive
and visually attractive. If this confirms my conclusion that internal web pages are
more efficient then I will probably change my behaviour and use them much more.
In essence I have learned through experience, reflection and action. In fact the
process might not stop there: Kolb’s model suggests the idea of continuous learning
through experiences. In the example just discussed, the success of my use of
internal web pages may encourage me to experiment with other forms of electronic
information interchange, such as electronic yellow pages.

It is clearly attractive to the organisation to have an element of continuous
learning taking place as this will improve the skills and flexibility of the workforce.
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Figure 2.3 Kolb’s learning cycle
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Given the trend towards an increased dependence on knowledge workers and more
complex business environments, this could give the organisation some form of
competitive advantage over its rivals. An example of this is EDAP (Employee
Development and Assistance Programme), implemented by Ford UK, which orig-
inated in 1987 and which sets up a whole range of courses within and outside the
organisation (e.g. learning how to use email) with the objective of developing their
employees as individuals. Employees are given up to £200 a year for learning or
health and fitness activities as long as they are not directly related to work. The firm
sees this programme as being clearly linked with the well-being of the company.
Kolb’s cycle is, therefore, a useful model that can be used in an organisation, but the
challenge is to ensure that, in order to achieve learning within the organisation,
individuals must have clear goals, otherwise they might not seek new experiences.
We should also remember that concepts such as reflection, and the development of
abstract concepts, may well create different results in different cultures and thus
may potentially affect learning within the organisation.

Kolb’s model also led to the development of studies on cognitive styles – that is,
the way we organise and process information, which may or may not be linked to cog-
nitive ability (Sadler-Smith, 1998). This was explored by Honey and Mumford
(1982), who based their model on Kolb’s cycle and related it to management in the
UK. They identified four cognitive styles linked to the phases of Kolb’s cycle: the
activist (linked to concrete experimentation), the reflector (reflective observation),
the theorist (abstract conceptualisation) and, finally, the pragmatist (active experi-
mentation/testing). Their work led to the development of a learning styles
questionnaire which could be used in organisations for selection and evaluation.
This model, in turn, was tested by Allison and Hayes (1988), who felt there were two
broad cognitive styles which they identified as the ‘analytic’ style, which is reflec-
tive and theoretical, and the ‘action’ style, which is more activist and impulsive in
nature. In later work Allison and Hayes (1996) suggest that these two approaches
might reflect different parts of the brain (intuition and immediate action from the
right side of the brain and analysis and reflection from the left side of the brain). In
turn they have developed a cognitive style index which seeks to measure this in
individuals.

If one accepts that clearly different cognitive styles are used by different people
and that these can be measured, this differentiation can be useful in terms of
analysing and developing learning in the organisation. This applies both for the
individual, in terms of developing a more effective way of dealing with infor-
mation, and also for the organisation, in placing people with a cognitive style in the
right role, congruent with the needs of the organisation and the environment. The
concept of single- and double-loop learning (Argyris and Schon, 1978) can also be
applied to both the individual and the organisation, especially in terms of how the
organisation can learn from changes in its environment and move towards
becoming a Learning Organisation. (These concepts are discussed in Chapter 9.)

Individual learning in the organisation 35

ORGB_C02.QXP  26/9/05  3:58 pm  Page 35



 

Chapter 2 • Perspectives on individual behaviour36

Decision making

The final area of individual behaviour covered in this chapter is that of how indi-
viduals formulate decisions. One of the biggest challenges facing organisations is to
ensure that people achieve effective decisions, in terms both of speed of the
decision making and of the quality of the decisions made. Decision making is obvi-
ously important for managers, but, as decision making is increasingly being
devolved as we move to ‘flatter’ organisations, people throughout the organisation
are required to be able to make effective decisions. Nutt (1997) suggests that the
quality of management decision making is often poor, primarily because managers
rush into decisions or become fixated on aspects of a particular solution, even if it
has been shown not to work. Poor decision making is often the result of short-term
target setting, which is a particular feature of the decision processes of chief execu-
tives who are on fixed-term contracts.

Therefore, we need to look at the process of decision making by individuals and
ascertain whether this process can be distorted by factors which might diminish the
effectiveness of the decisions made. Our starting point is what is known as the
rational model of decision making, which views the making of a decision as a
rational, linear process which will produce rational outcomes. This model is used to
explain microeconomic behaviour, such as how an increase in price is likely to lead
to an individual deciding to reduce his or her demand for a product or service, all
other factors remaining equal. It implies that when faced with a decision, people
first identify some problem which will need a decision to be taken; second, they
gather information and materials which will help them to solve the problem; third,
they generate some potential solutions to the problem; and fourth, they make a
rational choice and select the best solution, which is then implemented. It suggests
that a person will always make a rational decision based on the ability to evaluate
all the alternatives and effectively calculate the potential success of each alternative.
It also suggests a situation where the environment within which the decision is
being made is stable and slow moving: that is, the decision maker has plenty of time
to gather information, reflect on all the alternatives and reach the rational solution.
Most people who have worked in environments where decisions are made under
considerable pressure, and are needed quickly, would probably soon begin to ques-
tion the effectiveness of the rational model as a practical tool.

The potential weakness of this model was first identified by Herbert Simon
(1960). He introduced the concept of bounded rationality, which accepted that, in
practice, decision makers in organisations are under pressure and thus are likely to
reach a decision ‘that will do’ or, to use Simon’s phraseology, will ‘satisfice’. This
often means that they choose the first solution they come across that will satisfice
or achieve some sort of satisfactory solution. Finding a solution quickly makes life
more comfortable for the manager, so he or she may be keen to make quick
decisions on issues. Managers therefore often develop ‘short-cuts’ (sometimes called
heuristics) to solve problems and reach quick decisions. This suggestion was sup-
ported in the study by Nutt (1997), which showed that in practice this was how
many managers do reach their decisions. One factor that is relevant in this context
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is that people tend to be risk averse and so seek an immediate, expedient solution,
rather than explore all the options – an exercise in which more risky solutions
might present themselves for evaluation. Such an approach might in turn reflect the
corporate structure and culture of the organisation (see Chapters 7 and 9).

Another question we have to examine is how some organisations seem to have
an erratic and somewhat unpredictable approach to decision making. This may be
significant in organisations operating in very volatile business environments where
even a satisficing approach may be difficult to implement. This is where the
‘garbage can model’ (Cohen, March and Olsen, 1972) may be useful. It suggests a
scenario where decisions have a random element to them. Within an organisation
there are a number of individuals, a number of problems floating about, potential
solutions to these problems that can be found, and finally (and critically) a number
of opportunities for choices to be made by the individuals. For an effective decision
to be reached, the problems and solutions must come together. Bringing them
together may be seen as a challenge for managers. They have to develop the ability
to identify relevant problems and to seek radical solutions by bringing the right
people together at the right time in order for them to reach the sometimes radical
decisions that will be needed in often turbulent environments.

The rationality and objectivity of decision making may also be compromised by
the existence of cognitive biases. As already discussed, an individual’s cognitive
structure develops over time and is influenced by beliefs, attitudes, values and the
person’s own personality. The individual’s cognitive mindset inevitably has some
bearing on the quality of decisions made. The issue of cognitive dissonance has
already been discussed in the context of attitudes, where it was explained that this
refers to the situation where a clash exists between a person’s beliefs and actions.
For example, the evaluation of various options for solving a problem may produce
a logical solution, but this may still go against the decision maker’s beliefs or atti-
tudes and thus the rational solution to the problem may be resisted.

Other cognitive biases which could influence decision making include the illu-
sion of control, which means that an individual believes he or she can handle a complex
problem but does not have the capability to do so. For example, the person may feel
confident of being in control of everything and have the need to maintain this illu-
sion no matter how difficult the problem becomes. This can lead to poor decision
making for both the individual and the organisation, particularly in a complex and
fast-moving business environment. This bias could be linked to that of escalation of
commitment. An example of the latter could involve a manager who is in difficulty
through the illusion of control. Perhaps she or he has made a deal on forward
foreign exchange for the company which is in fact more complex than had been
imagined and as a result the company is potentially exposed to some losses. The
rational decision to make would be to abandon the deal and take the loss before
setting up a better deal. However, it appears that managers who have made mistakes
such as these tend to continue in their course of action and often increase, or esca-
late, their commitment. That is, they increase their foreign exchange exposure,
hoping for some turnaround which will offset their initial losses, often running the
risk of even further disasters for the company. The classic case of this would have to
be that of Nick Leeson, who was working in the global derivatives trading market

Decision making 37

ORGB_C02.QXP  26/9/05  3:58 pm  Page 37



 

Chapter 2 • Perspectives on individual behaviour38

for Barings Bank Plc and who, by February 1995, had managed to lose $1.3 billion
for the company with the result that Barings collapsed and was finally sold for £1
to the Dutch group ING (Hill, 1997). There is clear evidence that Leeson, despite
realising that he had made horrendous losses, kept on speculating in an attempt to
recoup his losses, incurring still further deficit and ultimately bankrupting his
employers. Perhaps he did not want to admit that he had made mistakes as a result
of an illusion of control or ego-defensiveness, by which he interpreted what was
happening in a positive way – that he could ‘correct’ his mistakes – so hiding from
himself the gravity of the situation. No matter what the cause, the poor quality of
decision making in this case was a disaster for the organisation, and for Leeson
himself.

Communication, change and conflict

We have seen in this chapter a number of factors that can influence individual
behaviour in the organisation, including individual personality, perception, values,
learning and decision making. It is clear that these in turn are affected by communi-
cation, change and conflict. Examples of areas where this applies are discussed
below. First, we examine how communication can change perception by means of
the concept of the Johari Window, and second, we look at how change affects the
psychological contract and the potential for conflict that this creates inside the
organisation.

The Johari Window: using communication to change perception

One of the most significant ways in which communication can influence individual
behaviour is through its ability to change individual perceptions and perceptual
bias. We have already seen that people in an organisation have a range of personal-
ities and that they are likely to have differing perceptions of other people within the
organisation. Very often their perceptions are conditioned by the structure of the
organisation wherein people are pigeon-holed in a specific part of the organisation
and thus have little contact with people outside their particular area (see the dis-
cussion of traditional functionalist structures in Chapter 7). Indeed, they may well
have negative perceptual stereotypes about people in different parts of, and at dif-
ferent levels in, the organisation. With the move towards flatter, more flexible types
of organisation there has been a move towards greater teamwork involving people
across the organisation. This brings individuals increasingly into contact with
people for whom they may have existing negative perceptual stereotypes. If this
occurs within a teambuilding context (see Chapter 4), the development of new task
teams in the organisation, based on drawing together people from different parts of
the organisation, may be hindered.

Thus the challenge facing organisations is to change the perceptions that people
in one part of the organisation may have about people from another part, in order
that they can work more effectively together. The key to success in this process is
effective communication, because it is through this that perceptual stereotypes or
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biases can be changed. It is not uncommon, therefore, for organisations to under-
take training weekends or days, when they bring together people from different
parts of the organisation, in order to tackle these problems and to seek to improve
communications throughout the whole organisation. One of the techniques which
could be used here is the Johari Window (Luft, 1970).

As Figure 2.4 shows, there are four areas of awareness about an individual. The
top left-hand box represents the ‘public’ open area, that which is known about the
individual by others and which the individual knows about him or herself: for example,
‘Mr Scholes is quite young and works in the Marketing Department’. This area may,
initially, be limited in scope, constitutes only a minute part of the square, and is
probably conditioned by perceptual stereotyping and bias (someone working in the
production department may, for example, have a negative perception of people
who work in the marketing section). The ‘blind’ section refers to aspects of an indi-
vidual’s behaviour which may be known to other people but of which the individual is
unaware: for example, an annoying personal habit or trait. The ‘hidden’ section
refers to facets of an individual that are known to the individual but which are unknown
to other people. The ‘unknown’ area may lie in the subconscious and it may be dan-
gerous to allow untrained people to explore this area.

When new groups of individuals are working together, the aim is for individuals
to communicate more information about themselves to other members of the
group (widening the ‘hidden’ area) and for the group to identify aspects of an indi-
vidual’s behaviour about which that person is unaware (widening the ‘blind’ area),
preferably without straying into the ‘unknown’ area. In practice, most of the
progress is usually made on widening the ‘hidden’ area and, as this happens, per-
ceptual stereotyping and biases are broken down. If this can be achieved, more
positive perceptions can be developed between people from the different parts of
the organisation, improving communications and the flexibility of the organisation.

This concept could also be applied in other situations, such as integrating the
managers of two companies which have merged or in the context of joint ventures
and strategic alliances. As will be seen in Chapter 10, perceptual problems may also
occur at international level, and the process of breaking down national perceptual
stereotypes may well determine the success of international alliances or projects.
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Psychological contracts: will organisational change lead to 
more conflict?

According to Roehling (1997) the phrase ‘psychological contract’ was first used by
Argyris in 1960 and Levinson et al. in 1962 but the concept was considerably devel-
oped with the work of Rousseau (1989), who looked at obligations between
employers and employees based on perceived promises between them. These prom-
ises are ‘psychological’ in the sense that they are not written contracts but represent
expectations and beliefs, particularly of employees. For example, in return for
loyalty and commitment to the organisation, employees are given the security of
long-term employment together with suitable opportunities for career progression
within the organisation. This has traditionally been the case in many public sector
organisations where employees perceived they had ‘a job for life’.

Psychological contracts have come to the fore in recent years because of rapid
organisational change where previously there was a minimal rate of change. This
may have been the result of privatisation and deregulation (as in the public utili-
ties) or merely because of a rapid increase in competition, both domestically and
internationally. Consequently many organisations have undergone radical changes,
including ‘downsizing’ or ‘delayering’. Flatter organisational structures have been
created, enabling organisations to respond more quickly to rapid environmental
changes. 

These changes have led to a re-evaluation of the psychological contract, especially
from the perspective of employees who see change as being imposed in a top-down
way, without much consultation. Employees are increasingly seeing a shift from
‘relational contracts’ based on a long-term relationship between the organisation
and the employee towards ‘transactional contracts’, which are often of shorter dura-
tion and which may carry extra burdens for the employee, together with greater
uncertainty and potentially greater levels of stress. One way in which this shift may
be encouraged is through increased use of performance management (Styles et al.,
1998), whereby key aspects of the psychological contract, such as career develop-
ment, bonuses and, by implication, employment retention, may be dependent on
the success of the employee in the performance appraisal. Styles also suggests that
performance management is being used to shift attitudes within organisations away
from relational-style contracts towards transactional-style contracts.

The questions we must consider at this point are whether this change in the
psychological contract will alter the individual’s relationship with the organisation,
and whether it could lead to conflict in the organisation. Hendry and Jenkins
(1998) have suggested that changes in the psychological contract, especially if
linked to longer hours, less security and greater stress, will almost certainly lead to
changes in attitudes among employees. If employees perceive that the organisation
has changed the old psychological (relational-style) contract, these authors suggest
it will lead to an increased sense of powerlessness, a loss of trust in the organisation
and consequently less loyalty towards the organisation. Whether there will be
greater conflict in the organisation may depend upon individual behavioural
characteristics and how individuals respond to the perceived change in the psycho-
logical contract. Sparrow (1997) suggests that some individuals will be more flexible
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and see the changing nature of work towards transactional contracts in a positive
light and possibly as a means of advancement. However, it is equally certain that
many individuals, who may by nature be resistant to change, will view the change
in a negative manner. Some may choose to respond by ‘getting out’ by means of
early retirement, whereas others may seek to respond by ‘getting even’ with an
organisation they feel has let them down; and it is in this area that the potential for
conflict in the organisation will arise.

Guest and Conway (2002) have identified that when there is a positive psycho-
logical contract, supported by high levels of communication between employers
and employees, then it can have positive effects on business performance as a result
of increased employee commitment and satisfaction, but they also identify the
negative effects mentioned above when the psychological contract breaks down.
With the shift towards knowledge workers in the twenty-first century, many
employees will have an increased amount of discretion about how they do their job,
and if they feel they are being fairly treated (i.e. a strong psychological contract)
then they will use this time discretion positively, which can lead to high perform-
ance working (Purcell et al. 2003).

Emotional labour

Another area where change has the potential to cause individual conflict is in the
growing field of emotional labour. This concept was first described by Hochschild
(1983) as the induction or suppression of feeling in order to sustain an outward
appearance that produces in others a sense of being cared for in a convivial safe
place. It was traditionally linked with women’s work and the role of the mother
(especially the working mother) in the family, and has been developed by Smith
and Gray (2000) when looking at this in the context of the nursing profession,
which is undergoing rapid change. As James (1989) suggests, the regulation of
emotion may be important when dealing with other people’s feelings, but this may
place a strain on the individual.

This may become enhanced when the regulation of emotion is demanded as part
of the job conditions and in which organisations might implicitly or explicitly
specify what emotions are to be expressed and how emotions should be expressed,
even if this requires acting by the employee. The individual conflict may arise if
what the employee is expected to express is at variance with what the employee
feels, as this can lead to emotional dissonance and hence emotional exhaustion.
This potential conflict has been examined by Totterdell and Holman (2003) when
looking at emotional labour in call centres. Here employees are expected to display
positive emotions all the time, irrespective of their individual feelings. They found
that the employees who were naturally positive (i.e. a low level of emotional disso-
nance) felt less drained and exhausted than those who were less positive and often
had to fake emotions on the phone and who hence felt a higher level of emotional
exhaustion. This may have wider implications for staff retention and recruitment in
the industry.

Communication, change and conflict 41

ORGB_C02.QXP  26/9/05  3:58 pm  Page 41



 

Chapter 2 • Perspectives on individual behaviour42

A series of implications for managers arises from a knowledge of organisational behaviour at the level

of the individual. These include:

1 A manager needs to realise that the organisation is built up of individuals who will have a range of

different personalities and behavioural patterns. The results of actions taken by managers may, there-

fore, differ according to the individuals concerned.

2 Personality testing can be used to identify behavioural characteristics in individuals, but care should

be taken in using such tests and in interpreting their results.

3 Managers should be aware of how perception may influence an individual’s behavioural pattern in

relation to other people in the organisation. The perceptual process can be distorted by perceptual

bias and stereotyping, but effective use of communication, including use of the Johari Window tech-

nique, can significantly change these perceptual distortions.

4 It is useful for managers to have an awareness of how values and attitudes develop in the individual

and how these may relate to the organisation. Managers may need to change attitudes in an organ-

isation if faced with a change situation or if they are seeking to change the corporate culture.

5 It is advantageous for the manager to have some awareness of how learning occurs both at individual

level and overall in the organisation. With an increasing number of organisations being dependent

on ‘knowledge workers’, managers will benefit from having knowledge of cognitive styles.

6 Effective decision making is crucial to the well-being of the organisation, especially when an

increasing number of decisions are being taken further down the organisation. An understanding of

the process of decision making and of how it gets distorted is of value.

Managerial implications

Summary of main points

This chapter should have provided an understanding of:

● the complex nature of the factors that influence personal behaviour;

● how personality may be explained through trait, humanistic and psychodynamic theories;

● the way in which the perceptual process takes place and how this is affected by percep-

tual stereotyping, selective perception, the halo effect and self-fulfilling prophecies;

● the significance of attribution theory in developing our understanding of how we perceive

our own behaviour and the behaviour of others;

● how values and attitudes are formed by individuals and how this may lead to cognitive

dissonance;

● the process of individual learning, the differences between the behaviourist and cognitive

schools of thought on this topic, and how learning may be influenced by cognitive styles;

● the process of decision making, how this can be explained in terms of the rational model,

the bounded rational model and the garbage can model, and how it can be influenced by

cognitive biases;

ORGB_C02.QXP  26/9/05  3:58 pm  Page 42



 

Questions 43

● the ways in which communication, change and conflict can influence, or be influenced by,

aspects of individual behaviour, especially in terms of the Johari Window, psychological

contracts and emotional labour.

Conclusions

This chapter has sought to give an overview of some of the main theories which can help us

to understand aspects of individual behaviour in an organisation. An organisation represents

the coming together of individuals to achieve some common purpose and yet we need to

acknowledge the diversity of individual behaviour that is likely to occur when individuals

‘organise’ themselves together. Thus the danger of assuming that organisations are going to

be governed by rational and logical actions and behaviour should not be underestimated.

These issues are becoming more important as we move fully into the era of ‘post-Fordism’,

with the shift towards organisations becoming increasingly flexible in business environments

that are becoming ever more complex. These flatter and more flexible organisations are

putting greater pressures on the people who work in them. The development of behaviour,

values, beliefs, learning and decision making is being carried on against a backdrop that is

constantly changing. One of the dangers posed to individuals by rapid change is the poten-

tial for increased conflict, as we saw in our discussion of the implications of psychological

contracts, together with increased stress and insecurity. These will place an ever heavier

emphasis on the role of communications in the organisation because it is through effective

communication that perceptions, attitudes and beliefs about change can be altered and indi-

viduals can learn about the potential benefits of change. Without effective communication,

existing values, perceptions and beliefs can harden and ultimately individuals may seek to

resist change, again engendering more conflict within the organisation.

1 Identify three leading characters who have been in the news during the last two

weeks and identify their behavioural characteristics and personality traits, drawing

on material from the chapter. What are their main differences and why?

2 ‘Personality tests have no value in terms of contributing to the recruitment

process.’ Discuss.

3 Given that perceptual impressions are usually made in the first two minutes of

meeting someone, evaluate the extent to which these perceptions might be

altered. What are the implications of this process for the organisation?

4 Try and identify three key decisions that you made this week and relate these to

theories on decision making discussed in the text. To what extent do you feel you

are a rational decision maker and are there ways you could improve the quality of

your decisions?

Questions
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5 Look at some learning situations that you have been in this week from both a

stimulus–response perspective and a cognitive learning perspective. Which of

these has been more effective and why?

6 What issues do you imagine employees look for in the psychological contract?

Can job security still be one of these in the twenty-first century? How can

employers build a sense of trust when job security is no longer guaranteed?
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Motivation at work

Learning outcomes

On completion of this chapter you should be able to:

● define motivation;

● know the main schools of thought and prime contributors to the theory of workplace

motivation;

● know and understand the nature of expectancy theory and assess its value as a frame

for analysing motivation theories and for understanding individual motivation;

● appreciate the relationship between motivation and interpersonal conflict;

● assess the effects of organisational change on the psychological contract and on

motivation;

● understand how communication and mis-communication can impact upon motivation;

● understand the relationship between motivation and job design;

● appreciate management’s role in enhancing workplace motivation.

Key concepts

● motivation and satisfaction

● cognitive and behavioural theories

● contents and process theories

● expectancy model

● goal theory

● needs and self-actualisation

● extrinsic and intrinsic rewards

● equity

● psychological contract

● type-environment

● job design

3
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Possibly one of the most contentious, important and frequently debated issues in organis-

ational behaviour and workplace practice is ‘how do we motivate our staff?’ Whether we

are a manager or someone being managed, motivation is a prime concern and of consider-

able social and economic significance. Intuitively, we recognise that poorly motivated staff

tend to underperform whereas in all activities well-motivated individuals and teams are an

important ingredient of success. Motivated individuals tend to work with enhanced effort

and confidence and enjoy high productivity. Additionally, motivated employees are more sat-

isfied with their work and their environment.

Introduction

Although motivation is a critical factor in individual, group and organisational
success there is some debate concerning its definition. In broad terms motivation can
be considered to comprise an individual’s effort, persistence and the direction of that effort.
In simpler terms, motivation is the will to perform. It is, perhaps, of more value to
identify the characteristics frequently associated with well-motivated individuals.
Such people are commonly thought to consistently achieve at work and to exhibit
energy and enthusiasm in the process. They often work with people to overcome
organisational problems, or obstacles to progress, and frequently demand and
accept additional responsibility. They may also be more willing to accept organis-
ational change. In contrast, employees who are demotivated may appear apathetic
and may tend to consider problems and issues as insurmountable obstacles to
progress. They may have poor attendance and time-keeping records and may appear
uncooperative and resistant to change. Clearly, organisations that can motivate
their employees are more likely to achieve their organisational objectives.

This chapter focuses primarily on motivation of the individual in the workplace. It
explores the influence of organisational change, communication and conflict on per-
sonal motivation and is supported by a number of the case studies presented later in
the book, notably Case Study 2, ‘Organisational change: multiskilling in the healthcare
sector’ (see page 314). The chapter explores expectancy theory, as a useful analytical
frame, and as the vehicle by which to examine, in some detail, the likely nature and
sources of motivation. Additionally, concepts such as intrinsic and extrinsic rewards,
personal needs and environmental stimulation are discussed. We argue that the range
of different approaches tend, often, to complement one another and add richness to
our understanding of this complex topic. The chapter also explores how job design and
role characteristics can be developed to better ensure a motivated workforce.

Schools of thought

Content and process theories, behavioural and cognitive traditions

Motivation theory has been developed, mainly in the USA, following empirical
research activities. It has progressed considerably from the traditional or classical
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approaches which assumed that people in the workplace acted rationally in an
attempt to maximise the economic return to their labour. This rational economic
concept assumed that work was inherently unpleasant and that wages compensated
workers for their efforts. Indeed the money they earned was considered to be of
greater importance to individuals than the nature of the job they performed. People
could, it was believed, be expected to tolerate any kind of work if they were paid
enough. We will see in Chapter 5 how Frederick Taylor and others in the Scientific
School of Management developed this concept.

Broadly, most models and approaches to motivation can be categorised as either
content or process theories. Content theories attempt to identify and explain the
factors which energise or motivate people whereas process theories focus on how a
variety of personal factors interact and influence human behaviour. Quite often the
two sets of theories are compatible; in fact, when combined they provide consider-
able insight into motivation in the workplace.

Additionally, motivation theories derive from either a behaviouralist tradition,
where human behaviour is considered to be reflexive and instinctive, a response to
certain environmental positive or negative stimuli, or a cognitive tradition. In the
latter case it is assumed that people are conscious of their goals and their behaviour
and they act rationally and with purpose. Behaviour modification theory and rein-
forcement theory are located firmly in the behaviouralist tradition. They ignore the
inner state of the individual, this being the territory of the cognitive school, and
focus instead on the consequences of people’s actions. Figure 3.1 graphically illus-
trates the simple differences between these traditions.

Schools of thought 49

PROCESSCONTENT

COGNITIVEBEHAVIOURAL

Consciousness/rationalityFocus on behaviour

Goals and behaviour
known and
calculable

Responses to
internal or

external stimuli

DynamicStatic

Emphasis on the
process of motivation

Emphasis on what
motivates

Concern with how
motivation occurs

Concern with individual
needs and goals

Figure 3.1 Distinction between process/content and cognitive/behavioural traditions
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Table 3.1 A simple classification of motivation theories

Content theories Process theories

● Two-factor theory (Herzberg) ● Expectancy theory (Vroom; Porter & Lawler)

● Needs hierarchy (Maslow; Alderfer) ● Equity theory (Adams)

● Achievement needs theory (McClelland) ● Goal theory (Locke)

● Attribution theory (Heider; Kelley)

Behaviour modification theory is often associated with both motivation and
learning. Broadly, it suggests that behaviour is a function of its consequences, that
is, the outcome of a particular behaviour will influence the nature of future behav-
iour. Both positive and negative reinforcement can increase the strength of a
behaviour as people often respond positively to encouraging feedback and/or con-
sider changing their behaviour if it leads to negative feedback. A study among
students found that individuals reported higher perceptions of competence and
greater task enjoyment relative to others when given feedback on their performance
relative to others.

Negative feedback should not, however, be confused with punishment, the
former generally being constructive. Punishment, especially if used indiscrimi-
nately, may have unintended consequences. However, it can reduce a particular
behaviour if it is quick, fair, private, informative, focused and not followed by
rewards. Additionally, by their failure to reinforce particular desirable behaviours,
managers may encourage that behaviour to be exhibited less. Critiques of behav-
iourial modification or shaping in the workplace suggest that it dehumanises
employees. Table 3.1 illustrates a simple classification of motivation theories.

Expectancy theory: a framework for the analysis of 

workplace motivation

This section outlines the nature of expectancy theory and explores other process
and content theories which add insight to the nature of workplace motivation.

Expectancy theory has developed since the 1930s as an alternative to the behav-
iouralist approaches to motivation. It argues that humans act according to their
conscious expectations that a particular behaviour will lead to specific desirable
goals. The theory, with all its consequent refinements, provides a popular explana-
tory framework for a range of employee behaviours, including levels of motivation,
performance, employee turnover and absenteeism, in addition to leadership effec-
tiveness and career choice.

Vroom (1964), an American psychologist, developed expectancy theory from the
original work of Tolman and Honzik (1930), producing a systematic explanatory
theory of workplace motivation. It argued that the motivation to behave in a particular
way is determined by an individual’s expectation that behaviour will lead to a particular
outcome, multiplied by the preference or valence that person has for that outcome. For
example, if by working diligently and for long hours an employee expects to receive
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promotion at some future date and if that worker values promotion highly
(valence) then, rationally, we might expect that employee to show that behaviour.
Vroom argues that human behaviour is directed by subjective probability, that is, the
individual’s expectation that his or her behaviour will lead to a particular outcome.
The simple expectancy equation is:

Motivation (M) � Expectation (E) � Valence (V)

It is assumed that the level of motivation an individual displays results from his/her
conscious decision-making process: a rational estimate of the likely result of their
behaviour. The theory also considers the value that each individual places on the
estimated outcome. The basic theory recognises that individuals differ: that we are
all unlikely to value the same outcomes equally. The theory also attempts to
measure, via a simple calculation, the strength of motivation by multiplying the
individual’s estimated probability (E � V, above) of an expected outcome by the
value or valence that individual places on that outcome. A simple personal example
will illustrate this (see Mini-case 3.1).

Expectancy theory and workplace motivation 51

Expectancy theory: an illustration

A university lecturer considered that she was about

80 per cent (probability �0.8) sure that she would

achieve promotion within five years if she (a) pub-

lished research, (b) developed new courses, (c)

managed budgets effectively and (d) indicated a will-

ingness to change and take the organisation

forward. That was her subjective probability or

expectation (E).

At the time she valued the prospect of promotion

rather highly and believed that it would enable her to

manage the changes that she perceived as

important, to more fully utilise her skills and abilities,

to develop herself and achieve new outcomes and to

earn a little more money. On a scale between �1.0

and �1.0 she would place her valence as �0.9 (V).

Hence, at the time she believed it quite probable

that by behaving in a particular way, which involved a

great deal of hard and thoughtful work, she would

quite likely (say four times out of five) achieve an

outcome (promotion) that was desired rather highly.

Her motivation was:

M � E � V or Motivation � 0.8 � 0.9 � 0.72

The maximum score possible is �1.0 whereas the

minimum is �1.0. If the score is positive it is likely

that the individual would behave in the manner which

s/he hopes would lead to the desired outcome.

In this case, a score of �0.72 is rather high and

positive, suggesting that she would be strongly

motivated to work as indicated above (see points (a),

(b), (c) and (d)). That she did and she has received

the desired promotion. Expectancy theory would

suggest that she took a subjective but rational

decision; others might argue it was a calculated

gamble.

It is worthy of note, however, that despite exten-

sive knowledge of expectancy theory, she did not

actually make such a calculation as expressed

above. It did not prove a useful tool or source of

guidance, although it was never intended as such.

Expectancy theory is based on the observation of

human behaviour, and attempts to depict the cogni-

tive process which individuals are likely to go

through. She can now reflect on the theory and

suggest that in this case it holds some validity.

Mini-case 3.1: An illustration of expectancy theory
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Locke (1968) proposed a simple and intuitively appealing cognitive theory of
motivation that has certain similarities with the expectancy approach. Goal theory
proposes that both motivation and performance will be high if individuals are set specific
goals which are challenging, but accepted, and where feedback is given on performance.
Numerous studies appear to support his notion, and goal setting is now a popular
technique in organisations. Locke et al. (1981) identified four ways in which goals
influence behaviour. They:

● direct attention;

● mobilise effort;

● encourage persistence;

● facilitate strategy development.

It is argued that self-evaluation and self-monitoring against targets is vital. This has
also been shown to be important to successful individual learning, and a study
revealed that individuals who received training in self-regulatory processes demon-
strated less absenteeism. Studies have also shown that difficulty in achieving a
high-order goal tended to lead to a shift towards a lower-order goal: hence the
notion of a hierarchy of goals is seen as valuable, enabling self-regulation and the
achievement of longer-term goals.

Organisational bureaucracies often make goal setting difficult and, hence, dissi-
pate the potential motivational benefits from processes such as management by
objectives (MBO). It can also be argued that in dynamic environments annual
objectives or individual goals often fail to embrace the need for change and flexi-
bility. Additionally, with increasing emphasis being placed on the role of teamwork
in organisations, individual goals and rewards can be seen as divisive or even
counter-productive. Finally, acceptance of goals by the individual is essential, hence
participative goal setting is seen as vital to enhance performance.

Porter and Lawler’s expectancy model

The basic expectancy model has been further developed, notably by Porter and
Lawler (1968), whose model includes further, hopefully realistic, variables and high-
lights certain potential managerial implications. In particular it sheds light on the
nature of the relationship between employee satisfaction and performance. Figure
3.2 illustrates the more complex expectancy model. Porter and Lawler’s model adds
to existing theory by suggesting that performance is a product not only of effort but
also of the individual’s abilities and characteristics together with his or her role per-
ceptions. This adds a certain intuitive realism.

Performance leads to two types of reward. Intrinsic rewards are intangible and
include a sense of achievement, or advancement, of recognition and enhanced responsi-
bility, whereas extrinsic rewards are more tangible and include pay and working conditions.
It can be argued that the relationship between intrinsic rewards and performance is
both more direct and immediate than that between performance and extrinsic
rewards. As a consequence, Lawler (1973) argues that intrinsic rewards are more
important influences on motivation than pay or promotion. Similarly, Herzberg
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(1968) suggests that intrinsic rewards have a more direct and powerful influence on
workplace satisfaction than do extrinsic rewards. This has been recognised for some
time, with Blum (1949) writing that ‘the major error in industry has been the over-
simplification of the concept of motivation’ (pp. 132–33). Herzberg’s two-factor
theory, outlined below, sheds light on the motivational effects of these two sets of
rewards and makes a useful contribution to our understanding of workplace motiv-
ation.

Following receipt of rewards the individual assesses, via social comparison, the
equity of the rewards received. Adam’s equity theory is discussed below (see
pp. 64–5). If the individual perceives that the rewards received are equitable, that is,
fair or just in comparison with those received by others in similar positions in or outside
the organisation, then that individual feels satisfied. This perceived level of satisfac-
tion then influences the valence of rewards: if an employee is dissatisfied, the
valence or value of those rewards is likely to be low. Hence, if rewards are perceived
as adequate and equitable, this gives a fillip to performance and hence satisfaction.
A positive or virtuous cycle of motivation may occur.

Tyler and Bies (1990) suggest five factors that contribute to perceptions of fairness
in the workplace and, hence, influence perceived equity:

● adequate consideration of an employee’s viewpoint;

● suppression of personal bias;

● consistent application of criteria across employees;

● provision of timely feedback after a discussion;

● providing employees with adequate explanations for a decision.

If we refer to the case, discussed above in Mini-case 3.1, of the woman who achieved
promotion, and consider the consequences of her not being promoted, it is possible
to illustrate how inequity in the workplace may prove an issue. She was 80 per cent
certain that promotion, a desired outcome, would be achieved if she showed effort

Expectancy theory and workplace motivation 53
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effort–reward

probability

   EXPECTANCY
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Figure 3.2 Porter and Lawler’s expectancy model

Source: Adapted from Porter, I. W. and Lawler, E. E., Managerial Attitudes and Performance. Copyright © Richard D. Irwin Inc. (1968),

p. 165.
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in a number of specific ways. If a colleague had received promotion ahead of her,
she might have felt aggrieved if she had perceived that the successful colleague had
failed to demonstrate greater talents in the key areas of achievement than she
herself had displayed. As a consequence she might have become demotivated due
to a feeling of inequity.

Expectancy theory makes a number of important assumptions, which include:

● the realisation that individual behaviour is influenced by various personal and
environmental factors;

● an individual makes a series of decisions or choices about his or her behaviour
and acts rationally in that process, taking note of such information as is
available;

● individuals differ and have a variety of needs, drives and sources of motivation.
So what works for one may not for another individual (Mini-case 3.2).

Expectancy theory is complicated, which is both a blessing and a problem. Its com-
plexity better reflects reality, yet it makes the testing of its fundamental
assumptions by scientific methods difficult. The model assumes, by and large, that
people are rational and objective: this is, possibly, a spurious assumption. For
example, individuals differ from one another considerably in their perception of
equity, in the value they place on particular rewards (valence) and in their own
needs from, and expectations of, work. Nevertheless, research has supported various
parts of the model. Pinder (1984) found that both valence and expectancy were
related to both effort and performance in the workplace, whereas Campbell and
Pritchard (1976) confirmed that an individual’s motivation is influenced by the
value this person places on expected rewards. Additionally, their research indicates
that people need to believe that their efforts will lead to enhanced performance and
that their performance will result in the desired outcomes in terms of rewards.
Additionally, for many routine activities at work, habit or group norms may be a
more typical basis for motivated behaviour. This means workers will not always go
through the expectancy theory process before displaying motivated behaviour.
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Motivation: what works for one may

not for another

Consider two graduates, armed with their upper

second class degrees, and starting ‘serious’ work in

the late summer after graduating. Milan got a post in

an inner city comprehensive school in Leicester. He

had long wanted to help secondary school age stu-

dents to achieve as he did. The salary, although not

great, was fine: it was certainly far more than he had

ever been used to having. His Head of Department

let it be known that if he settled in well, had good

classroom discipline, his students liked his classes

and their examination results were above the school

average, then he would not only pass his proba-

tionary period but would have a bright future ahead.

He might even make it to second in department after

a year or two, which would put him in a position to

make an even greater contribution to student per-

formance. This is everything Milan wants: a chance

to make a difference to children’s lives, to help them

to achieve by achieving himself. What was more, he

Mini-case 3.2: Individual difference
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got on so well with the Head of Department. There

was mutual respect and they even met socially. Milan

knew what was expected of him, wanted to achieve

it, and enjoyed the social contact with colleagues. It

couldn’t get much better than that.

Emma started work for a software company as a

sales representative. She entered this business to

make money. Some of the good reps, she was told at

interview, earned £40,000 a year by the time they

were 25 years old, some even more. After two days’

product training her manager gave her some

ambitious sales targets. It was up to her now. She

made a few sales but also had a number of setbacks.

The sales gave her a great buzz, but the setbacks

were depressing. After the first month she was called

to a meeting with her manager to discuss her targets.

She believed she had made 12 sales (and the bonus

cut in at ten). Her manager informed her that three of

the provisional clients had not paid, and the bonus

would have to be withheld, but that she had started

well and clients phoned in to say they thought that

she was a welcome addition to the company.

She left the office feeling very low. Was it her fault

they had not paid? She wasn’t much interested in

what the clients thought; she wanted to earn that

bonus. Nor was she interested in whether they actu-

ally paid for the product. On subsequent visits she

got a little aggressive with some clients, thinking that

they were just the sort to string her along, have the

product but later return it or delay payment for as

long as possible. Her sales dropped in month two to

just 8. She was getting nothing from this job. She

wanted to ‘work hard–play hard’ and earn lots of

money; it didn’t really matter what she did. She felt

that she had been duped by her manager and by the

company’s clients.

Needs theories

The extent to which certain outcomes will be valued by individuals in the work-
place is dependent upon their particular needs. It has been argued that people share
a series of hierarchically related needs which will act as a source of motivation.
Other ‘needs theories’ suggest that people’s fundamental requirements or needs
differ from one person to another and that, as a consequence, their sources of sat-
isfaction and motivation will also vary. Perhaps the most frequently cited needs
theory is Maslow’s needs hierarchy. Unfortunately, it also warrants criticism: empir-
ical evidence has not supported its main contentions, and it is highly ethnocentric.
Hence, we will only briefly discuss it here before looking at more recent modifi-
cations and, in a little more detail, at the work of McClelland.

Needs hierarchy

Maslow, a sociologist writing in 1943, suggested that individuals are motivated to
satisfy a set of needs which are hierarchically ranked according to their salience.
Hence, man’s most basic requirements for food and drink are pursued at all costs
until that need has been satisfied. When these basic physiological needs are met he
will switch his attention to seeking a higher-order need, that of security. Further ful-
filment is then achieved via affiliation with others. Individuals who enjoy sufficient
physiological, security and social affiliation may then be motivated to seek the
esteem of others and self-respect or self-esteem. Finally, man will attempt to self-
actualise, to realise his potential and to achieve something beyond the immediate
needs of the body and his social circle (Figure 3.3). Maslow also suggested that
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freedom of enquiry and expression and the need for knowing and understanding
are essential prerequisites for the satisfaction of other needs.

Implicit in this hierarchy is the belief that individuals will strive to seek a higher
need when lower needs are fulfilled: that is, the need for self-actualisation, for
example, becomes stronger when esteem needs are satisfied but is weak or non-exis-
tent until these lower-level needs are satisfied. The model also suggests that once
lower-level needs are satisfied they no longer serve as sources of motivation. In
order to be motivated, individuals need to be given the opportunity to satisfy the
need at the next level in the hierarchy.

Maslow recognised that this was not a fixed hierarchy and that for some, for
example, self-esteem might prove a more powerful motivator than affiliation or the
love of others. Similarly, for some, particularly creative people, the need for self-
actualisation might even displace their motivation to satisfy certain basic
physiological requirements. In contrast, some people who might never be motiv-
ated to seek to satisfy higher-level needs instead would be satisfied with sound
physiological and social fulfilment. He also suggested that a lower-level need would
not necessarily require to be fully satisfied before an individual could be motivated
to seek to satisfy other needs; these lower-level needs would still carry some, but
limited, valence. It is not an absolute requirement that one must be fed and socially
fulfilled before one seeks any measure of self-esteem. However, the lower-level
needs would take precedence, he argued, if they were not fulfilled. He also argued
that the theory was more or less universally applicable, that it was not ethnocentric
or influenced by culture (refer to Chapter 10).

Applying this theory to the workplace is fraught with difficulties, although it
must be said that Maslow did not intend this theory to be a managerial or organis-
ational tool. Additionally, it has not enjoyed unquestioned empirical support (Hall
and Nougaim, 1968; Lawler and Suttle, 1972). A number of problems and
deficiencies have been noted. People often achieve higher-level needs via non-
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work-related activities. Individuals differ and, as a result, some place more value on
certain needs than others. Research has indicated that as managers advance within
organisations their need for security and safety tends to decrease, whereas social,
esteem and self-actualisation needs increase (Lawler and Suttle, 1972). This same
research also suggests that individuals rarely satisfy their higher-order needs and
continue to strive for status and autonomy even after experiencing considerable
success in these areas. Satisfaction does not necessarily equate to motivation nor
does it always lead to improved work performance. Although a commonly held
view is that ‘a satisfied worker is a more productive worker’, numerous studies have
shown that a simple link between job attitudes and job performance often does not
exist (Iaffaldano and Muchinsky, 1985). For example, whereas participative decision
making has been shown to enhance job satisfaction, studies suggest it has little or
no influence on performance (Schweiger and Leana, 1986). There is, however, a link
between job satisfaction and absenteeism, staff turnover and the incidence of both
physical and mental health problems (Schneider, 1985). Furthermore, the model is
highly ethnocentric. It applies primarily to American individuals and might not
represent the prime motivational drivers for those of Chinese origin, for example,
where social needs, the need for affiliation and belonging, could prove a more fun-
damental source of motivation than personal physiological needs (refer to Chapter
10).

Lawler and Suttle (1972) suggest, following research in two companies, that the
needs hierarchy can be reduced to just two levels: the research indicated that phys-
iological needs existed separately and the second level included all other needs
(refer to Figure 3.3).

Alderfer (1972), who adapted Maslow’s approach to the workplace, proposed
three categories of needs (refer to Figure 3.3):

● existence (basic survival needs);

● relatedness (including social interaction, respect of, and recognition from,
others);

● growth (self-fulfilment, autonomy and success).

Alderfer’s model suggests that needs may be activated simultaneously, as opposed to
the strict, hierarchical sequence of Maslow. For example, an individual may be motiv-
ated by a desire for money (an existence need), by friendship (a relatedness need) and
the opportunity to learn new skills (a growth need) at the same time, in parallel. There
is something intuitively appealing about this. Think of a ‘typical’ full time student –
they often undertake a university course partly because they recognise that success
should lead to enhanced career prospects and a better-paid job in the future (existence
need). They also recognise that they will meet many other students and are quite
likely to have a good time socially (a relatedness need). All this while actually learning
new skills and developing as an individual (a growth need). University has been for
centuries, and looks likely to continue to be, a rather appealing ‘product’. Alderfer also
suggested that if higher needs are not satisfied an individual will regress in pursuit of
lower-level needs. This is referred to as the frustration-regression effect. Although
better received than Maslow, this model’s broad assertions make it difficult to verify.

Needs theories 57
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McClelland’s achievement needs theory

Perhaps of more significance and potential value to managers and academics
attempting to understand motivation in the workplace is the work of McClelland.
McClelland’s (1961) need achievement theory identifies three basic needs that
people develop and acquire from their life experiences. These are the needs for:

● achievement;

● affiliation; and

● power.

Individuals develop a dominant bias or emphasis towards one of the three needs.
For example, those with a high achievement need tend to seek situations where
they have personal responsibility for solving problems, managing projects and for
overall performance, where feedback is often clear and rapid, where tasks are mod-
erately challenging and where innovation is required.

Figure 3.4 illustrates the needs profile of a number of hypothetical individuals. If
we assume that each individual’s combined achievement, affiliation and power
needs total 1.0 we are left with considerable scope for individual variation based on
the strength or salience of a particular need. This provides a relative measure which
might enable us to enhance our understanding of ourselves and others in the work-
place. We can construct three quite different and extreme scenarios. For example,
individual A has a high need for achievement (0.6), a moderate need for power (0.3)
and a low need for affiliation (0.1), whereas B has a high need for affiliation (0.8)
and low power and achievement needs (0.1 and 0.1). Individual C is driven or
motivated by the need for power (0.7) and less so by achievement alone (0.2),
whereas his/her need for affiliation is low (0.1). Clearly, these are extreme cases.
Such individuals will, most likely, forge quite different careers from one another by
seeking different ways of meeting their needs. If these three individuals were
managed similarly, as is often the case in traditional bureaucracies, then it is
unlikely that all would satisfy their needs in the workplace.

In a study in the USA (McClelland and Boyatzis, 1984) it was found that suc-
cessful managers had high power needs and lower achievement needs. Power
appears to be the main determinant of success, particularly when success is meas-
ured in terms of status and promotion to senior posts. McClelland distinguished

Chapter 3 • Motivation at work58

Toy Story

The film Toy Story (1995) contains many illustrations of motivation theory in action. For

example, when Buzz Lightyear is depressed, Woody manages to pick him up, to motivate

him to help save the day. He does this by appealing to Buzz’s needs – like the need to be

an action hero. It is clear that each of the toys enjoys different needs, some for affiliation

with others, some to have power and to lead.

Illustration in film
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between socialised power and personalised power, the former being useful in
assisting managers and leaders in their attempts to achieve organisational and
group goals whereas the latter often merely serves the individual in seeking his or
her need for domination. The need to achieve is linked to entrepreneurial activity
and is viewed as an essential ingredient of organisational and national economic
success. Managers tend to have higher achievement needs and lower affiliation
needs than non-managers. We are all, perhaps, aware of people who appear, at least,
to demonstrate a high need for one of the three drivers identified by McClelland.
However, for the achievement of organisational success, those with high achieve-
ment needs are generally considered most essential. For these people, money is
often considered a measure or indication of success, a method of feedback, but is
not a particularly strong motivator in its own right.

McClelland’s motives correspond, to an extent, with Maslow’s self-actualisation
needs (achievement), esteem needs (affiliation) and love/social needs (power).
However, this theory recognises that the relative extent or influence of these needs
varies considerably between individuals. McClelland’s work emphasises the import-
ance of context, the social environment outside work, for the development of needs
or motives, whereas Maslow and others suggest that needs are instinctive.

Of particular interest to managers attempting to instill higher achievement needs
in staff is McClelland’s (1962) argument that this need can be strengthened by a
combination of managerial action and training. He suggests that managers should
reinforce successes and give positive feedback (with effects similar to those of
Herzberg’s ‘recognition’ motivators), identify role models and successful mentors
and encourage employees to emulate these achievers, modify the self-image of staff
with lower achievement needs and encourage them to think of themselves in more
positive terms.

The implications of this work for expectancy theory are significant (see Figure
3.5). For example, an individual with high achievement needs is likely to value
highly (valence) an expected outcome involving advancement, positive feedback,
enhanced responsibilities and new challenge. Similarly, that individual’s potential
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Figure 3.4 Achievement, affiliation and power needs

ORGB_C03.QXP  26/9/05  3:58 pm  Page 59



 

Chapter 3 • Motivation at work60

disappointment at not achieving outcomes of this kind would be severe and would
possibly lead to demotivation and, perhaps, to departure from the organisation.
Individuals with higher affiliation needs, for example, might be motivated by tasks
and jobs which are designed to cater for their need to mix socially and build
relationships. It should be clear that the nature of potential outcomes and rewards,
as shown in the expectancy model, will influence individuals’ motivation levels 
differently.

Intrinsic and extrinsic rewards

Herzberg’s (1968) two-factor theory focused on intrinsic and extrinsic motivational
factors and adds considerably to our understanding of what motivates people in the
workplace (Table 3.2). In terms of the expectancy model it will affect what individ-
uals perceive as the value or valence of particular outcomes: hence it will influence
both their performance and job satisfaction.

The two-factor theory is appealing, at least intuitively, to many academics, stu-
dents and managers, although, curiously, when it was first published it represented
a somewhat counterintuitive concept as it confronted certain ‘accepted’ beliefs. It
suggests that a series of so-called hygiene factors can create dissatisfaction if indi-
viduals perceive them to be inadequate or inequitable, yet individuals will not be
significantly motivated if these factors are viewed as adequate or good. Hygiene
factors are extrinsic to the actual work itself, and include factors such as salary or
remuneration, job security, working conditions and company policies. The sugges-
tion is, for example, that if an employee’s wages are not as high as he or she believes
to be appropriate, then this might lead to dissatisfaction. However, if the employee’s
wages are thought to be good, that alone will not particularly motivate, or even
fully satisfy, them. These contextual factors cannot sustain motivation, although
they may lead to a state of personal satisfaction. This is in contrast to the traditional
belief that pay is the prime, or in some cases only, source of motivation. That tra-
ditional understanding was reinforced by the work of Frederick Taylor and the
Scientific School of Management in the early part of the twentieth century (refer to
Chapter 5).

Table 3.2 Herzberg’s satisfiers and dissatisfiers

Hygiene – context factors

Extrinsic rewards

Motivators – content factors 

Intrinsic rewards

● Company policy and administration ● Sense of achievement

● Supervision/relationship with supervisor ● Recognition

● Working conditions ● The work itself

● Remuneration: pay, salary ● Responsibility

● Relationship with peers and with subordinates ● Advancement

● Status/promotion ● Personal growth

● Job security
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Figure 3.5 Expectancy and needs theory: relationship
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Taylorism advocated the application of ‘scientific’ principles to job design and

work management. It was founded on the belief that if jobs were designed to
achieve maximum productivity, and if workers were selected with the necessary
physical, as opposed to cerebral, capabilities, then wages could be increased: this,
Taylor argued, would provide the necessary incentive for workers. Although pro-
ductivity did increase significantly as a result of carefully, albeit mechanically,
planned tasks and careful worker selection, considerable disenchantment and
demotivation often resulted, because of the physically highly demanding and repet-
itive nature of the resultant jobs. Nevertheless, the common assumption, which
became engrained in organisational belief systems, was that pay was a major, if not
the sole, source of motivation: this view prevailed, and still exists to an extent
today, despite the widespread criticism of the work of the Scientific School of
Management. Mini-case 3.3 illustrates the experience of a call centre employee.

Herzberg also identified a series of factors which, he suggested, lead to satisfac-
tion and, he at least implicitly suggested, increased motivation. These intrinsic
factors are those directly related to the work itself and include a sense of achieve-
ment, recognition from superiors and colleagues, responsibility and opportunity for
personal growth and advancement. Hence, the implication is that managers should
attempt to enable employees to access intrinsic satisfiers, while simultaneously
avoiding the dissatisfaction resulting from the perceived inadequacy of extrinsic
rewards. The intrinsic rewards equate to Maslow’s higher-level needs, whereas the
hygiene or extrinsic factors are similar to his lower-level physiological and security
needs. The two factors, satisfiers and dissatisfiers, are illustrated in Table 3.2.
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Blue Collar

In the film Blue Collar (1978), Richard Pryor works on a production line in Detroit making

cars. It illustrates the nature of such work and the demotivating effect it has on staff. There

certainly is little in the way of intrinsic reward here.

Illustration in film

Working in a call centre: an

insider’s view

The first time I got a job in a call centre I was excited

by the prospect of earning £5.50 per hour, which in

comparison to my previous employment was a good

wage. I was expecting that this would be an inter-

esting job, certainly better than a supermarket or

café.

At first the job was great; the first week of training

went really fast, learning about the product and how

to handle calls was interesting, and the trainers were

full of enthusiasm. Finally, we were taken to the

centre and seated in a group where we would make

our first calls. As trainees, we were supervised

closely at first, a team leader being available to assist

us if we were in difficulty. The first few weeks flew by

and I enjoyed them. Then the boredom set in. All the

Mini-case 3.3: Working in a call centre – a personal story
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The two-factor theory suggests that the prospect of receiving intrinsic rewards
(expectancy) will be more likely to motivate individuals than the possibility of, for
example, improved working conditions, job security or salary improvements. Salary
enhancements and other hygiene factors might be viewed in the short term as
advantageous but, Herzberg suggested, they have only a small effect on sustained
motivation in the workplace. The opportunity for personal advancement, recog-
nition for one’s contribution, enhanced responsibility for the outcome of an
individual’s or group’s effort and the nature of the actual work itself (possibly stim-
ulating, interesting, involving variety) will serve to motivate on an ongoing and
sustainable basis.

Kerr (1975) has noted that the reward systems in many organisations serve to
‘reward’ undesirable behaviours while, simultaneously, ignoring or even punishing
more positive ones. The feedback and reinforcement processes appear to be essen-
tial to achieve and sustain a motivated workforce, yet many company practices and
policies, usually unknowingly, serve to depress employee motivation. As a conse-
quence, when individuals feel that they are not being rewarded for a job well done
they become dissatisfied and, potentially, undermotivated.

Intrinsic and extrinsic rewards 63

calls were similar, and the demoralising effect of

dealing with people’s problems from morning to

night became tedious. So called ‘after-call work’ was

non-existent and pressure to deal with as many calls

as possible became apparent, taking one call after

another with no break between. The promised

£50.00 monthly bonus depended on keeping the

call rate as high as possible. It also became obvious

that as I became more confident, the supervisors

became more reluctant to help out with difficult calls

and would decline to accept calls when customers

requested a supervisor. My colleagues and I were

left alone to handle difficult and abusive clients regu-

larly.

I was a ‘temp’ and was told by the agency after

several weeks that my contract was not being

renewed. No indication that there was a problem

with my work was given and they had always seemed

so pleased with me. The reason given was my time-

keeping, and I was told that I had ‘signed on’ the

computer late on eleven separate occasions. Due to

poor communication between departments, I was

not issued with a log-in code of my own, and

although I made myself available for work on time I

had to use other people’s codes, often having to go

and find a code before starting work.

Keeping motivated in a call centre job is very dif-

ficult, at least that is my experience. One agency sent

me to a telesales job that was paying £3.00 for each

sale, over and above the normal hourly rate of pay.

This was a dream come true, or so I thought. I

worked for about three weeks, getting 12–15 sales a

day, thinking I was going to pay off my student over-

draft and have a holiday. Then the crunch came. I

was told that I’d have to be employed for eight

weeks before I’d get my bonus. This was impossible,

as I would be back at university by then. The agency

had not told me this fact. I tried to negotiate but left

shortly afterwards, but I’m sure my team leader will

benefit from my sales.

Telephone work seems to be the sort of job that

can only be done for a short while. The expectations

of employers seem unrealistically high, bearing in

mind that they are employing human beings and not

machines. The ability to perform at a high level for

any length of time is probably a skill some acquire,

but anyone capable of independent thought cannot

survive such an atmosphere, and any amount of

sweets, pizzas and trivial incentives by team leaders

can only be a temporary solution.

Source: Nicola Gerrard

ORGB_C03.QXP  26/9/05  3:58 pm  Page 63



 

Chapter 3 • Motivation at work64

By and large, prior to Herzberg’s work, job satisfaction and performance were
thought to result largely, if not exclusively, from extrinsic stimulants, such as pay.
He raised the very real spectre that the factors contributing to workplace satisfac-
tion, motivation and performance undoubtedly include intrinsic rewards. Few
academics and practitioners now believe that hygiene factors alone will ensure that
organisations have motivated, productive, involved and creative employees, and
most recognise the need to consider the quality of work life as part of the motiv-
ation equation and managerial process.

Despite the intuitive appeal of the two-factor theory criticisms can be levelled at
its premises and, particularly, at its validity. The original research conducted by
Herzberg utilised a relatively small sample size (210) of professional people
(accountants and engineers). Therefore, its applicability to other groups has been
questioned. Nevertheless, research conducted by Blackburn and Mann (1979)
(sample size, 1000) among low- to medium-skilled employees found a wide range of
orientations and suggested that individuals are often motivated by factors other
than, for example, pay. Many of the respondents in this research were found to
have a primary and strong orientation towards many of the intrinsic motivators
referred to by Herzberg, such as concern for autonomy and for worthwhileness of
the work. It also concluded that blue collar workers differ from one another
regarding their prime orientation and likely source of workplace motivation. What
it did not find was that pay and other hygiene factors totally dominated their con-
siderations. Numerous other studies, using workers from a variety of sectors, such
as nurses, food industry employees, technicians and assembly staff have, broadly,
replicated the original findings.

Herzberg used a method of research known as the critical incident technique,
which requires respondents to consider their work experiences retrospectively. It
can be argued that such historical contemplation may distort ‘reality’ when respon-
dents consider factors which led to either satisfaction or dissatisfaction. Other
writers, notably Vroom (1964) and House and Wigdor (1967), have criticised the
theory, the latter suggesting that the two-factor approach is an oversimplification of
the potential sources of both satisfaction and dissatisfaction.

In summary, the three most common criticisms of the theory are that it has
limited application for non-professional or non-manual workers, that it represents
an oversimplification of sources of satisfaction and dissatisfaction, and that it is
methodologically flawed. It should be noted that, despite the often well-considered
criticisms, the theory is not invalidated but merely questioned and refined. One
could suggest that it is a measure of the appeal of this theory that so much critical
attention has been paid to it.

Motivation and equitable treatment

Equity theory, developed by Adams (1963, 1965), gives us a particularly useful, if
simple, insight into the relationship between rewards and the likely satisfaction
individuals gain from them. It qualifies our understanding of the expectancy
model. The level of satisfaction and potential motivation resulting from an indi-
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vidual’s receiving a reward cannot be considered in isolation. The rewards and treat-
ment of others also influence an individual’s level of satisfaction as people appear
to be motivated to receive what they consider a fair or equitable return for their
efforts. For example, where expectancy is high, perhaps unrealistically so, if the
desired outcome is not achieved then individuals may feel frustrated or even
cheated by this experience. This sense of unfairness or inequity may result in dis-
satisfaction and demotivation.

Adams’s model contains three crucial components:

● inputs (the effort an individual makes);

● outputs (intrinsic and extrinsic rewards from the organisation);

● comparison with others.

Clearly, the weighting or value placed on both inputs and outputs is a matter of
individual perception and judgement. These two factors equate to ‘effort’ and
‘rewards’ in the expectancy model (see Figure 3.2). How this significantly differs
from expectancy theory is its recognition that individuals make comparisons
between themselves and others when assessing the scale or worthiness of rewards
received. Recognition of this critical contextual variable adds important insight,
and hence it is incorporated into Figure 3.2.

If an individual perceives that the overall outputs he or she receives from the
organisation (e.g. pay, fringe benefits, recognition) in return for their particular
inputs (e.g. hours of work, achievements, qualifications) are equal to, or exceed,
those received by colleagues in the company or peers elsewhere, then they will view
the situation as equitable or even favourable. The opposite effect leads to under-
reward inequity where individuals are motivated to reduce such inequality. This
may result in their reducing their input. Such real or perceived inequality can also
cause conflict between individuals and groups within and across organisations. It
may lead to relationship difficulties between, for example, management and
employees if the latter group perceive that they are being treated inequitably. This
perception, often held by large numbers of employees simultaneously, is frequently
a root cause of union/management strife, worker discontent, or demotivation, and
low morale. Equity theory has been shown to hold validity in practice (Goodman
and Friedman, 1971). As a consequence the theory underpins the work of managers
and, in particular, industrial relations and compensation specialists in HRM.

Change, motivation and the psychological contract

Underlying most theories of motivation or satisfaction in the workplace is an
assumption that key variables are fixed or static. They tend to be non-dynamic
models: that is, aspects of the individual, the organisation and the business
environment are considered either unimportant or unchanging. In reality the indi-
vidual, and particularly the relationship he or she enjoys with an organisation, is a
dynamic phenomenon. The nature of individual, group and organisational roles
and objectives continually changes. Change can be a source of frustration, fear and
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anxiety or a challenge and renewed source of motivation: perhaps even both.
Organisational change, and the manner in which it is managed, and, if appropriate,
communicated, can have a lasting impact on the motivation of those involved.

When people join an organisation they metaphorically ‘sign’ a psychological
contract. In other words, they enter into an understanding with their employer
concerning expected and legitimate behaviours and outputs. This joint agreement
usually includes an understanding about the level of commitment expected of
employees and of support offered from the employer. In general terms, most indi-
viduals would expect equitable treatment, some form of involvement in decision
making (especially in a managerial position), a certain level of job security and so
forth. Major organisational change can alter these often taken-for-granted expecta-
tions. Employers would expect employees to accept the organisational ideology and
its goals, to uphold the image of the company and to show diligence and trustwor-
thiness. At any time different individuals in an organisation might hold different
psychological contracts with their employer. Major organisational change might
not only violate that contract, but also affect different people in a variety of ways.
Similarly, major conflict between individuals and groups and between the organis-
ation and individuals can violate the psychological contract. Such violation can
cause bitterness and resentment, which might in turn lead to demotivation.

The relentless pressure on organisations to embrace greater flexibility has resulted
in the emergence of the flexible organisation. Organisations are adopting flatter
structures by delayering and downsizing, they are outsourcing more and employing
a smaller core workforce. There is, as a result, a burgeoning peripheral group of
employees, some only loosely connected to the organisation. These changes affect
individuals within and around the flexible organisation. Roles are becoming
broader and more dynamic, individuals are increasingly required to develop multi-
skill capabilities, and job security is waning. These changes have far-reaching
consequences for motivation and pose crucial questions for management and
employee groups. Ironically, multiskilling, teamwork and change generally demand
greater levels of individual motivation on the part of employees, yet all can lead to
stress and a feeling of anxiety and insecurity. The motivation equation is most cer-
tainly assailed by these developments.

The issue of pay and status frequently emerges within organisations and is par-
ticularly relevant during some organisational change processes. Mini-case 3.4
illustrates a thorny problem faced during organisational change. The potential for
conflict and demotivation is apparent in this real-life scenario, as is the scope for
enhanced motivation: a thin line exists between the two.

Motivation and conflict

The management of conflict in organisations affects the motivation of individuals
and groups. Contrary to intuitive understanding, conflict can have positive effects.
Research has indicated that conflict can arouse enthusiasm in some individuals,
whereas intergroup rivalry may act as a source of cohesion and encourage esprit de
corps within groups. Schmidt (1974), following empirical research conducted
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among management executives in the USA, revealed both positive and negative
effects of conflict. Many of these ‘outcomes’ can directly influence job satisfaction
and affect motivation and performance in the workplace. He found that conflict
can stimulate creative thinking and can inspire people to confront longstanding
problems and explore new approaches. It may encourage reflection and help people
clarify their views, and heighten their interest in the task at hand. It also tests
people’s abilities.

Motivation and conflict 67

Change and motivation

This mini-case study explores the motivational issues

concerning pay and status differentials in the context

of the management of change.

In a medium-sized NHS Trust hospital in the UK

all cleaning staff, nursing assistants and ward clerks

formed a flexible, multiskilled, ward-based team of

care assistants. Formal status and pay differentials

between employees were reduced and many staff

were upgraded and received a basic pay rise as a

consequence. The new simplified grade and pay

spines, which applied to all care assistants, reduced

status differentials and simplified the highly complex

bonus schemes that had evolved. Some staff were

required to change their shift pattern and the total

hours they worked within any one week.

At the design stage, managers felt it would

improve worker motivation as all would ‘feel part of a

team’. This would, they believed, particularly apply to

the domestics, who were often unaffiliated to a ward

and consequently were remote from patients and

from care assistant colleagues.

Pay issue

One of the major issues discussed at the change

project meeting prior to implementation of the

project was the proposed pay scales for these new

roles. All staff would be classified as either Health

Care Assistant 1 (HCA1 – the lower scale) or HCA2

(the higher pay scale) and jobs would be assessed

to see into which category they fell (for example,

those with supervisory responsibility would be likely

to be classified as HCA2 and might be paid higher

than HCA1 staff, irrespective of whether they were

an assistant nurse, ward clerk or domestic). All

employees would have protected pay for a year: that

is, even if they were placed on a scale and job rate

which was below their existing pay, their income

would not immediately fall.

Immediately prior to implementation the Director

of HRM argued, ‘What I’m interested in is whether

the underlying principles are right: that is, are all the

jobs, nursing (assistant), housekeeping and adminis-

tration rated equally, allowing for two grades of these

personnel?’ The Chief Executive, responsible to the

Board of Directors for the Trust budget, suggested

that he had ‘some difficulties with the concept of

thinking that these are all valued the same. I intu-

itively would have put housekeeping at a lower level

than administration and nursing. What I’m worried

about is that in order to recruit for the administration

and nursing we’re going to end up with the highest

paid domestic workforce in the locality.’ The Director

of Nursing interjected, ‘It’s too easy to drop back into

“old speak”. Why should people, just because they

clean the toilet, be any different from those who

make beds?’

Discussion question

Should cleaners be paid on the same scale as

porters, administrators and nursing assistants?

Discuss the motivational implications of these

changes, drawing on theories and models presented

in this chapter.

Mini-case 3.4: pay status and motivation
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Clearly, many of these positive outcomes appear to stimulate thinking and
action: they energise or motivate people. However, negative effects of conflict can
lead to dissatisfaction, demotivation and reduced performance. Schmidt (1974)
found that certain people felt defeated by conflict and, as a result, reduced contact
with others and harboured distrust and suspicion. Parties that needed to cooperate
in the interests of the organisation tended to pursue self-interest and some execu-
tives in the study left their organisation in order to escape conflict. Continued and
severe conflict can have a major and sometimes lasting impact on an individual’s
psychological well-being. Blake and Mouton (1984) suggested that tension, anxiety
and resentment result from conflictual situations which threaten individuals’ per-
sonal goals and beliefs, rendering trusting relationships impossible to maintain.
Kohn (1986) suggested that there is a direct link between conflict and resultant
motivation. The stress which results from conflict leads to a rigidity in behaviour
and thought and a reduction in motivation.

In conclusion, whereas it is thought conflict has its advantages in the workplace,
the potential problems, not least to levels of motivation, are potentially severe.
Hence, the careful management and control of conflict falls within the remit of all
competent and responsible managers.

Motivation and communication

Communication within organisations, between employees and managers, is a vital
ingredient of motivation. Powerful intrinsic rewards require communication to be
apparent. For example, employees are likely to be motivated by recognition and
constructive feedback by their line manager. It is not enough for employees to be
doing a good job; more often than not, some recognition of that is important. What
is more, communication needs to be two-way. Expectancy theory suggests that
people are motivated by attempts to achieve desired outcomes. Employees need to
communicate their desired outcomes to their manager. Whereas one employee may
be motivated by an end-of-year bonus another may prefer the option to work with
a particular team or on a particular project, and communicating these needs is
essential if they are to be met.

Similarly, mis-communication, sending out inaccurate or misleading infor-
mation, can cause motivational problems. Managers who promise the earth and do
not deliver to employees will not be trusted again, while those who clearly and
unambiguously communicate may be trusted and valued for their honesty.

Finally, giving and receiving feedback is a vital ingredient of motivation. Both,
giving and receiving, are useful skills to acquire and ones which many, including
many managers, lack. Well-delivered, timely feedback can inspire employees to
achieve while poor, negative or even absent feedback can demotivate.

Motivation and diversity

Most of the theories of motivation were devised by Western, usually Anglo-
American, men, primarily with little if any focus on issues of diversity in the
workplace. They purport to be context neutral and universally applicable or norma-
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tive models. As we have seen in Chapter 2, individual differences are strong, not
least those stimulated by cultural and gender difference. This said, there is not a
well-developed body of research informing motivation in different and more
diverse contexts. Considerable work has been conducted in comparative manage-
ment – the examination of cultural differences and their impacts on organisations
(refer to Chapter 10); however, the reader should reflect on the applicability of
motivation theories to both genders and in different national and workplace con-
texts.

Contemporary motivation theories

Some more recent work on motivation has been briefly discussed throughout this
chapter. We will now explore further modern research. Critical issues which have
occupied researchers more recently have been focused on more complex contexts
and jobs, for example in computing, in learning and long-term performance.
Attention has been paid to how individuals differ and to how we can implement
procedures which draw upon and integrate existing theories.

Considerable criticism has been levelled at many of the assumptions implicit in
certain motivation theories. Additionally, the practicality of these models as mana-
gerial tools is questionable. More recent research in the field has tended to move
away from providing all-embracing general solutions to motivation problems.
Furthermore, another trend, as indicated in this chapter, is towards a consolidated
perspective on the main motivation theories, one that aims to identify and work
with the relationships between different theories. Also, emphasis has shifted away
from the development of new motivation theories to related areas such as concern
with leadership and organisational culture. Research and writing have dwelt on
issues of commitment of personnel and of involvement and participation in
decision making.

It is recognised that the workplace environment is changing rapidly in many cases
and that people themselves reflect changes in their national cultures and subcultures.
Maccoby (1988) suggests that there are five social character types, each of which
differs in terms of its prime drivers. One type he argues, the self-developer, is more
prevalent in the modern age. They are well suited to the demands of modern organ-
isations: they are likely to have higher levels of education and are well imbued with
problem solving, information processing and diagnostic abilities. Such people, he
argues, are motivated by opportunities for expression, by challenge and develop-
ment. They require management commitment on responsibilities and rewards and
need to be involved in business affairs and have access to information. Clearly, this
‘type-environment’ fit model rejects the rather simplistic claims of Maslow and others
that needs are similar for all individuals and that they are hierarchically accessed.

Progress has been made in the identification of personality dimensions, and there
is some agreement that there are five basic traits:

● neuroticism;

● extrovertism;
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● openness to experience;

● agreeableness;

● conscientiousness.

Of these five, conscientiousness appears to relate most closely to motivation.
McCrae and Costa (1990) describe persons high on this dimension as hardworking,
achievement-orientated and persevering. Recently, researchers have explored the
relationship between personality and different dimensions of job performance.
Again, conscientiousness appears to relate most strongly to most job dimension and
job performance criteria.

Whereas most traditional motivation theories suggest that individuals largely
respond to organisational and other external stimuli, an alternative approach or
perspective in the field of psychology suggests that we are not passive receivers and
responders (Staw, 1977). Individuals may actively attempt to control factors which
influence the rewards they receive. For example, they may employ ingratiation, the
process whereby people manipulate their superiors’ opinion of them, to improve their
chances of being awarded desired rewards. This may explain why some employees
are more successful in being granted promotion or other rewards.

Work on intrinsic motivation and commitment has shown that individuals who
expect to influence or even control performance and reward outcomes for them-
selves devalue those outcomes if they are imposed or chosen by another. Reactance
theory suggests that when freedom and control are threatened individuals are
motivated to regain or reassert that freedom or control. Of concern is that if their
attempts to regain freedom and control are thwarted, as they so often are in the
workplace, individuals who recognise or perceive that they cannot control their
rewards experience learned helplessness, a process of giving up and reducing effort.
For example, in the competition for promotion that often occurs in organisations,
many cannot identify the basis on which others receive promotion. This may lead
the ‘unsuccessful’ to feel disempowered and helpless, a state of mind which may in
turn prove demotivating.

Considerable work has been focused on intrinsic rewards and the potential
demotivating influences of poorly applied extrinsic rewards. Malone and Lepper
(1987) have categorised three types of intrinsic motives:

● need for curiosity, stimulation and arousal;

● need for competence, mastery and challenge;

● need for personal control and self-determination.

New light is shed on the old issue of pay as a source of motivation. Although pay is
clearly an extrinsic reward, receiving a bonus, for example, could convey a sense of
competence and, hence, satisfy an intrinsic need. Similarly, knowledge of the bonus
system and, importantly, personal control over the outcomes that are to be judged
might satisfy the need for self-determination and control.

Intrinsic motivation has also been found not to be a continuous process, with
employees more likely to pass through motivated phases (that motivation coming
from work or contacts they engage in) and less-than-motivated stages (similarly,
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most employees have to undertake tasks that they would prefer not to and this does
not particularly motivate them).

People construct or attribute explanations, often fictitious, for events such as an
individual’s promotion or the award of a bonus. Heider (1958) and Kelley (1971)
have made a major contribution to attribution theory. The four prime explanations
given for success are effort, ability, luck or the degree of task difficulty. If an indi-
vidual attributes his or her success to luck, this person is unlikely to increase
motivation to ensure success continues, whereas if the individual believes effort was
the root cause then a high level of motivation is likely to continue. Those with a
strong internal locus of control tend to believe that events are within their personal
control, whereas others attribute external causes to events. The latter may well
suggest that receipt of their recent bonus was a matter of luck, the former individ-
uals would suggest that they had earned it by effort and ability. Clearly, this work
suggests that individuals differ and that the ability to motivate employees might, in
part, depend on their perceived or real locus of control.

Motivation and job design

It is now appropriate to move on from a theoretical and, at times, abstract consider-
ation of how people are motivated to focus upon how knowledge of motivation
theories can influence management in the design of jobs. Early concern with job
design focused on attempts to improve individual motivation by paying attention
to job rotation, job enlargement and job enrichment. Job enlargement involves
increasing the scope of the job, often by increasing the number of tasks to be performed.
Job enrichment is an attempt to build upon Herzberg’s two-factor theory by
designing jobs which enrich individuals by giving them opportunity to increase their
responsibility and involvement, and which allow greater opportunity for advancement,
achievement and recognition.

Existing motivation theory has contributed significantly to job design. For
example, expectancy theory predicts that jobs which emphasise the relationship
between effort, performance and reward will motivate people, especially those who
value an interesting and challenging work experience. Herzberg sought to apply his
two-factor theory to the workplace. He argued that in order to enrich jobs, as a
mechanism for ensuring satisfaction and enhanced motivation, measures would
need to be taken which would enable individuals to benefit from intrinsic rewards
and to avoid the potential dissatisfiers. As a consequence he suggested seven vertical
loading factors, implementation of which may lead to improved motivation. These
are shown in Table 3.3, which relates the factors to various intrinsic and extrinsic
rewards that might ensue, and suggests potential managerial actions which might
serve to achieve each loading category.

The Hackman and Oldham job characteristic model

Hackman and Oldham (1980), perhaps the most significant contributors to work
design theory, argued that a well-designed job may enhance employee motivation.
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Their work drew heavily on the theoretical arguments summarised above, particu-
larly the contributions of Herzberg and some needs theorists, such as McClelland.
Motivation increases, they suggested, when individuals achieve three critical
psychological states (see Figure 3.6):

● experienced meaningfulness;

● experienced responsibility;

● knowledge of results.

There are five job characteristics which should encourage the three psychological
states to be achieved and, hence, lead to motivated employees:

● skill variety;

● task identity;

● task significance;

● autonomy;

● feedback from the job.

This theory provides a model to guide job design.
The outcomes from a well-designed job, which considers and incorporates the

aspects listed above, include high internal work motivation, growth, general satis-
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Table 3.3 Herzberg’s vertical loading factors

Vertical loading factors Potential managerial actions

Increase individual accountability Enhance sense of responsibility and personal

challenge, hence allowing scope for growth and

advancement.

Remove controls Remove sources of dissatisfaction resulting from a

controlling style of supervision. Allow greater freedom

of action and give scope for personal growth and

recognition via trust.

Allocate special assignments Delegate responsibility and interesting work, hence

giving an opportunity for achievement and growth.

Introduce new tasks Enhance the desirability of the work itself by

introducing variety and challenge and, potentially,

greater responsibility.

Create natural work units Allow for enhanced recognition from one’s colleagues

by forming groups whose members enjoy each

other’s company and are otherwise compatible.

Grant additional authority Enhanced responsibility is a form of recognition. It

allows for growth and advancement and may reduce

the potential dissatisfaction of having to comply with

all manner of company procedures and policies.

Provide direct feedback This provides potential for recognition and scope for

coaching to facilitate growth.
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faction and work effectiveness. Hence, the model considers the intrinsic aspects of
motivation in addition to job characteristics and individual differences. The model
can be used, especially when accompanied by the Hackman and Oldham job diag-
nostic survey ( JDS), to calculate the overall ‘motivating potential score’ (MPS) for
any job.

Managerial implications 73

Well-designed jobs have

■ skill variety
■ task identity and significance
■ scope for autonomy
■ provision for feedback

Such jobs enable people
to experience

■ meaningfulness at work
■ responsibility for outcomes
■ knowledge of results

This will lead to

■ motivation and satisfaction
■ ‘growth’ and effectiveness

Figure 3.6 Hackman and Oldham’s work design model

Source: Based on Hackman and Oldham (1980).

Motivation is a complex subject. For managers and aspiring managers with a willingness and desire to

learn how to motivate subordinates the plethora of theoretical material can appear confusing. This

chapter has attempted to indicate that many of the theories do not in fact significantly contradict one

another but, rather, complement each other. Collectively, they shed considerable light on the nature of

workplace motivation. In very broad terms, managers need to do the following to motivate others.

1 Managers should identify the needs, drives and ambitions of each individual, the outcomes each

employee wants, while recognising that people differ in their personalities and needs.

Managerial implications
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2 Managers should relate these characteristics to the nature of the tasks expected of those individuals

and the roles they are to perform, and give opportunities, for example, for them to seek both intrinsic

rewards, such as achievement, affiliation, recognition, responsibility and advancement, and extrinsic

rewards.

3 Managers should clarify for individuals the potential outcomes they might achieve for their efforts,

especially if these are positive, desirable, realistic and possible to achieve.

4 Managers should carefully examine their reward systems, company policies, supervision styles and

so forth, to avoid potential sources of demotivation.

5 Managers should make sure that the reward system is equitable.

6 Managers should attempt to forge a balance between encouraging an appropriate level and type of

rivalry, which might stimulate employees, and avoiding the negative aspects of conflict.

7 Managers should recognise the motivational implications of change programmes and utilise skills of

communication to moderate the adverse effects of changes to each individual’s psychological con-

tract.

8 Managers should consider motivation theory, and the work of those who have applied this to job

design, when creating or changing individual or team tasks and roles.

Summary of main points

This chapter has examined the complex issue of workplace motivation and drawn upon a range

of established and contemporary theory and empirical research. The main points made are:

● motivation theories can be subdivided between process and content theories and

between those from the cognitive school and those underpinned by behaviouralist prin-

ciples;

● expectancy theory is a useful explanatory model of motivation which enables us to con-

sider other process theories, such as equity theory, and content models, such as needs

and two-factor theories;

● the management of change, its communication and the involvement of people in the

change process, together with the management of conflict, all have potentially profound

effects on individual motivation;

● motivation theories underpin and direct efforts to enrich jobs and design tasks and roles

to maximise potential motivation and/or avoid demotivation;

● there are a series of implications for management that derive from the work of motivation

and job design theorists.

Conclusions

There does not appear to be one universally applicable theory of motivation. However, those

presented in this chapter increase our understanding of workplace motivation considerably.
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Motivation is a complex, dynamic and culture-bound concept and the reader should beware

of giving too much credence to simple ‘solutions’ which might claim to provide the answer.

If motivation were a simple managerial task then most workplaces would be full of well-motiv-

ated employees. The extent to which they are motivated is dependent not merely on the

quality of management but on many other personal and environmental factors. Clearly, what

motivates people differs between individuals, is related to and influenced by, context and is

both culturally dependent and ever changing.

References 75

1 To what extent and under what circumstances might a pay increase serve to

motivate people?

2 How can a manager or other employee gain a practical understanding of how to

motivate others from studying needs theories?

3 Under what circumstances might organisational change motivate people? Will all

people be equally motivated or demotivated by change?

4 How can the work of call centre employees be designed in an attempt to reduce

demotivation?

Questions
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Groups and teams

Learning outcomes

On completion of this chapter you should be able to:

● understand ‘our’ many needs to belong to different groups;

● discriminate between groups, psychological groups and teams;

● differentiate between formal and informal groups;

● explain a model for group development and growth;

● understand the dynamics of team roles and norms;

● discuss the dynamics of group performance, effectiveness and cohesiveness;

● differentiate between inter- and intra-group conflict and behaviour;

● appreciate the role technology can play within teams;

● consider the impact of technology on team functioning;

● appreciate what global, cross-cultural, virtual and self-directed teams are;

● appreciate some of the problems inherent with working in groups and teams.

Key concepts

● groups and teams

● formal and informal groups

● psychological groups

● team development

● self-directed and self-managed teams

● team roles

● group norms

● team and group effectiveness and cohesion

● conformity and groupthink

● technology, communication and change

● networks and virtual teams

● global and cross-cultural teams

Hugh Davenport

4
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Most activities that take place in an organisation require some degree of coordination

through the operation of group working. Many organisational goals cannot be achieved by

members working alone; thus most individuals spend an increasing amount of time working

with others in groups. The classical approach to organisation ignored the importance of

groups and the social factors at work, but the writings of Elton Mayo and others soon

created a cult of the group, and this continues unabated today, albeit in the guise of teams

and teamworking. Within this scenario, it is an essential requirement that leaders and organ-

isations should understand the nature of groups and teams, their processes and behaviour.

If managers are to lead and influence the behaviour of a team, they need to be aware of

factors which influence their performance and effectiveness.

Introduction

A popular and important aspect of work is that it is increasingly conducted in
groups and teams. Some of the reasons for this increased interest in work groups
and teams stems from the rapidly changing conditions facing today’s organisations.
Organisational restructuring is leading to flatter structures, wider spans of control
and a general reduction in layers of management. Following on from this comes the
inevitable complementary increase in the empowerment of employees. All of these
aspects lead to a greater emphasis on the importance of groups and teamworking.
Additionally, the impact of global economic competition, increasing diversity
within the workforce and the expanding role played by technology suggest that
new ways of working within these teams are required. Within this increasingly
volatile scenario Parker (1990) has identified that the use of teams has led to greater
productivity, more effective uses of resources, better decisions and problem solving,
better-quality products and services and increased innovation and creativity. Within
this heightened team philosophy the successes or failures of teams can be both dra-
matic and visible, making the need to understand group and team effectiveness a
crucial aspect for organisations wanting to thrive in these new conditions. This
chapter will investigate the concepts of groups, psychological groups and teams. We
will also explore some of the factors which affect their functioning and perform-
ance. Mini-case 4.1 explores the characteristics of one such team.

Why gather in groups?

Before identifying and exploring what a group is, it is important to understand why
people feel the need to gather in groups and why organisations promote their
importance. Having looked into these general areas we will start to focus on the dif-
ferent types of group and the needs those different groups are satisfying. We
congregate in social gatherings to satiate our need for it. ‘It’ is what might be termed
a sense of belonging. Gathering in groups has always been a characteristic of human
behaviour. We are, in Aronson’s (1992) words, ‘social animals’, and often need the
input from and interaction with others to function effectively as individuals.
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However alluring and seductive the above sentiments are, they do not give the
whole picture as to why groups form and people join them. People do not join
groups simply to flock around others, although that may appear to be the case
sometimes. Most people belong to a whole variety of groups, both in and out of
work, each providing different benefits to their members and satisfying various
needs.

Security and protection

‘There’s strength in numbers’ is a familiar cliché. The mere presence of another
person as we watch a horror movie can give us a greater feeling of security. By
joining an environmental protest group we can reduce the insecurity (and futility?)
of standing alone, and we are, as a collective, more resistant to threats. In organis-
ations the situation is no different. Employees who feel their jobs are under threat
from new technology may well join forces together to reduce their levels of insecu-
rity and fear.

The members of a new product design team may well feel more secure in their
decisions because the responsibility for a bad decision is shared with, and spread
among, others. A group, without being aware of it, can dissipate the risk.

Why gather in groups? 81

Around the world in 71 days (and a bit)

There can be fewer starker examples of individual

heroics and achievements than Ellen MacArthur’s

staggering circumnavigation of the globe in a record

time of 71days 14hrs 18 mins 33secs (to be

precise!) It is also a wonderful example of teamwork,

often, and quite literally, at a distance and how the

single-handed heroics and brilliance of a team

member can sometimes overshadow the perform-

ance of the team.

Ellen has herself been at pains to stress the team-

working nature of her feat. For example it took a team

of 30 people more than 30,000 hours to build B & Q

(her boat) over a period of seven months. The whole

project was funded to the tune of £4 million by the

Kingfisher group using their DIY company, B&Q, as

the main sponsor. But the real teamwork started,

ironically, when she was ‘all at sea’.

Team Ellen had a very diverse and cross-cultural

feel to it:

● Mark Turner (Britain) was the project director. He

was often her first point of contact and the ‘emo-

tional punch bag’. Be it three a.m. or Christmas

Day, he gave Ellen advice or listened to her frus-

trations. He also decided who Ellen should

consult about specific problems.

● Neil Graham (Australia) was the technical

director. Having supervised the building project,

he was well placed to provide technical solutions

for Ellen to carry out at a distance. Daily contact

with Ellen would also involve Olivier Allard

(France), the expert when it came to the boat’s

structure, rigging and engineering.

● Charles Darbyshire (Britain) was the technology

manager tasked with talking through any communi-

cation-type problems, with Rudi Stein (Sweden)

being called upon for additional electronics

support.

● Lou Newlands (Britain) was the team’s media

manager. They were responsible for controlling and

managing the time-sensitive requests of the media

Mini-case 4.1: Team Ellen
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Affiliation and status

A recent newspaper headline read, ‘£1m Lottery winner still goes to work’. Upon
further exploration it becomes clear that the headline is not as bizarre as might first
appear: the winner still works to satisfy a social need, not a monetary need. Regular
interactions with a set of people with whom we are familiar can act to fulfil the
needs for affiliation and social contact (see Chapter 3 for a discussion of needs
theories in organisations). At a deeper level, needs for friendship and self-worth are
met.

The statement ‘I am a member of the British Psychological Society and sit on the
committee of the Division of Occupational Psychology’ not only conveys one’s
status to those outside the group but also gives increased feelings of self-worth to
the group member. Being asked to join a highly valued and respected group can be
even more meaningful in terms of fulfilling one’s needs for competence and
growth, as well as for status. Public recognition of one’s worth and value is a
powerful motivator for some. Groups can give us prestige, recognition and status
among our peers.

Power

The phrase ‘the whole is greater than the sum of its parts’ highlights a seductive
property of groups, that they represent power. The unachievable becomes possible
through group action. As we will see below, informal groups and networks can often
provide a mechanism for people to exercise power, an avenue which would not be
open to them under the formal structure (see also Chapter 8 on power).
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and balancing these against the incessant demands

of the record attempt. Kate Steven (Britain) acted as

liaison with the sponsors B & Q and Castorama.

● Loik Gallon (France) was the ‘other’ skipper of 

B & Q, looking after the boat both before and after

the challenge. He was also ‘in post’ to offer sailing

advice.

● Ellen’s first point of contact for weather was with

an American company, and the on-call doctor was

an experienced Canadian yachtsman. Juliet Wilson

(Britain) was Ellen’s nutritionist and Claudio

Stampi (Italy), based at the Chronobiology

Institute in Boston, received data on her heart rate

and sleeping patterns.

So finally, to rapturous applause, Ellen MacArthur

crossed the finish line at 2229 GMT on Monday 7th

February to be hailed as the ‘greatest sailor in the

world’. But maybe it was really all about the ‘greatest

sailing team’? She said ‘It’s always been about a

team. Thanks to our partners, friends and sup-

porters. Without them we would be nowhere.’

Discussion questions

1 Discuss some of the typical problems which

might be encountered when working with such a

functionally and culturally diverse team.

2 What would be some of the issues for Ellen when

working so remotely from the rest of the team?

Which of these issues might more regular tele-

workers encounter? How might an organisation,

or the teleworker, overcome these?

3 Do you consider Team Ellen to be a proper team?

Why or why not?
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The Great Escape . . . (and Chicken Run)

The Great Escape is a story of American and British airmen set in a German prisoner-of-

war camp during the Second World War. They form a committee, develop an escape plan

and eventually some of them do escape. Consider to what extent team success is due to

the individual personalities and role performances of the team members.

Comment on the interpersonal processes within the team – its norms and level of

cohesion. Is there greater conflict within the group of escapees or between them and their

captors?

If you prefer your films more animated watch the ‘same’ story unfold in Chicken Run. 

Illustration in film

Groups and teams

What exactly is meant by a group? Consider the following groups:

● the 50,000 ecstatic fans witnessing Oasis performing at Milton Keynes Bowl;

● the newly formed European sales team who have not yet met each other but
communicate and interconnect on a daily basis using a whole range of new
technology;

● the comprehensively beaten, but informally run, pub quiz team;

● delayed passengers on the 8.15 train from Euston who together, while sitting in
their compartment, brainstorm a letter of complaint and form a commuters’
action group;

● the singer Ian McNabb strumming away, in his garden, to a dozen friends;

● the victorious village football team;

● the two dozen residents organising a play and celebration to commemorate the
200th anniversary of the Blisworth Tunnel.

Which of these ‘groups’ are merely aggregates of people, which of them are some-
thing more meaningful, and which of the examples may be categorised as teams?

Groups

There are a number of ways of defining a group. Charles Handy (1993: 150) defines
a group as ‘any collection of people who perceive themselves to be a group’. However, this
is of limited use when considering effective or ineffective groups in organisational
settings and situations. In deciding which of the above groups are something more
than merely collections of individuals who just happen to perceive themselves as a
group, we are forced to refocus and sharpen our definition.

Arnold et al. (2005) expand upon Handy’s definition of a group, ‘Two or more
people who are perceived by themselves or others as a social entity.’
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A more meaningful approach comes from Schein (1988), who frames the group
in psychological terms. That is, a group is any number of people:

● who interact with one another;

● who are psychologically aware of one another; and

● who perceive themselves to be a group.

Clearly, this brings into play the ideas that interaction must take place and the
importance of awareness

So the Oasis concert spectators in the list above are not a group, because they do
not fulfil all of Schein’s criteria. When we use the words ‘groups’ or ‘group relation-
ship’ we are, more than likely, referring to the existence of a psychological
relationship. 

Teams

Social psychology may still talk about groups and group work but organisations are
primarily interested in teams and effective teamworking. The focus on teams in
organisations represents a move away from a Taylorist view of employees as costs,
to a more dynamic approach of viewing people as resources (see Chapter 5). With
an increasing concentration on working across functional divides, and an emphasis
on flexibility, empowerment and innovation, the organisations of the twenty-first
century will foster collaborative teamworking cultures and self-directed or self-
managed teams.

That teamworking is popular cannot be doubted. A survey by the Industrial
Society (1995) of 500 personnel managers found that 40 per cent worked in organ-
isations with self-managed teams. The average team had around eight people, and
the main reasons cited for their use were improved customer service, increased staff
motivation and the quality of output. A 1996 survey by Dale Carnegie Training
(Cascio, 1998a) identified that 90 per cent of American workers spent at least part of
their work day in a team scenario, even though only about half received any team-
work training. Kreitner et al. (2002: 323) quote from a number of newspaper articles
about major companies (Siemens, Motorola, Fiat, Ford) which emphasise in different
ways their commitment to teams and teamworking. As Kreitner et al. say: ‘All these
huge global companies have staked their future competitiveness on teams and teamwork.’

But what exactly is a team as compared to a ‘work group’? Guzzo and Dickson
(1996) argue that it is sometimes impossible to distinguish between groups and
teams at work and that it is probably a pointless exercise. Martin (2005) states that
a team ‘implies a small, cohesive group that works effectively as a single unit through
being focused on a common task.’ Katzenbach and Smith (1999:15) in their landmark
research present a more comprehensive definition: ‘a team is a small number of people
with complementary skills who are committed to a common purpose, performance goals,
and approach for which they hold themselves mutually accountable.’ Further, they
describe a number of groups and teams which distinguish between different levels
of collective performance ranging from working groups and pseudo groups to
potential teams, real teams and high-performance teams. Their work is useful

Chapter 4 • Groups and teams84

ORGB_C04.QXP  26/9/05  3:59 pm  Page 84



 

because it starts to distinguish between real teams and groups of people who may
often be called teams but are anything but teams. Table 4.1 extends Schein’s defi-
nition of a psychological group further to include more specific teamworking
elements.

Drawing on Table 4.1 it is possible to consider an effective team as one where:

● there is a clear understanding of the team’s objectives;

● there is among the team members the range of skills and know-how needed to
deal effectively with the team’s tasks;

● a range of team types exists within the team;

● team members have respect and trust for each other, both as individuals and
for the contribution each makes to the team’s performance;

● some form of team rewards and group bonus system exists.

Self-directed and self-managed teams

The notion of self-directed teams has grown out of the work conducted in the
Swedish car manufacturing industry (Norstedt and Aguren, 1973; Valery, 1974;
Thomas, 1974). One of the best known experiments was conducted in the engine
factory of the Saab–Scania Group at Sodertalje. From earlier experiments, the
company decided to redesign the factory layout. The new layout consisted of a con-
veyor loop which moved the engine blocks to seven assembly groups, each with
three members. Each group assembled a complete engine and decided for them-
selves how their work was to be distributed and scheduled. The whole assembly
process was not mechanically driven; each group was simply given 30 minutes to
complete each engine and they decided how that time was spent. Needless to say,
productivity increased and labour turnover dropped, product quality improved and
absenteeism fell. The assembly workers developed into a more cohesive group who
had real ownership of and pride in their output. In time, through ‘natural’ job rota-
tion, they each developed all, or most, of the skills required to do any part of the
engine assembly.
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Table 4.1 Defining a team

Defining a team

● Definable membership

● Shared communication network

● Shared sense of collective identity and purpose

● Shared goals

● Group consciousness

● Interdependence

● Interaction

● Group structure and roles

● Ability to act in a unitary manner.

Source: Based on Buchanan and Huczynski (2004) and Adair (1986).
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This style of work organisation became known as ‘autonomous work groups’ and
the success of these groups led to the ‘high-performance teams approach’ used by
Digital Equipment (Perry, 1984). This in turn has led to the growing acceptance of
self-directed teams. A number of definitions are used to describe self-managed
teams. Buchanan (1987: 41) developed one of the earlier descriptions: ‘A work group
allocated an overall task and given discretion over how the work is to be done. These groups
are self-regulating and work without direct supervision.’ They might be viewed as a small
group of employees responsible for an entire work process or segment. To varying
degrees, team members work together to improve their operations or products, plan
and control their work and handle day-to-day problems. Added to this they may
even manage the recruitment and selection of fellow team members, such as their
leader or supervisor. They often become involved in company-wide issues, such as
quality and business planning. Salem et al. (1994) identified some typical ‘benefits’
including the following:

● reduced absenteeism;

● increased productivity;

● increased employee satisfaction, morale and cohesiveness;

● multiskilled workforce;

● increased flexibility in work practices;

● decreased need for managers.

Clearly, many of the potential benefits listed above were identified some years pre-
viously in the Saab–Scania research of the 1970s involving autonomous work
groups. A criticism one could level is that the self-directed and self-managed teams
of the 1990s are simply the autonomous work groups of the 1970s under a different
name. This criticism may be justified; however, self-directed teams have tended to
take responsibility and empowerment a stage further from that enjoyed by the work
groups of the 1970s. The types of organisation which promote and develop the use
of self-directed teams undoubtedly differ from the more traditional organisation in
a variety of ways:

● fewer layers of managers and supervisors;

● reward systems are often skill or team based, rather than seniority based;

● leaders may be elected by the team;

● the leader is more of a coach and facilitator than a director or authority figure;

● information is shared with all employees;

● employees learn all the jobs and tasks required of the team.

Self-directed teams certainly appear to be a blueprint for how the organisation of
the future will function; orientated around learning, shared ownership, trust,
autonomy and flexibility.

However, as with the development of any new way of working, they are not
without their problems. Salem et al. (1994) also identified some typical ‘pitfalls’
including the following:
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● the difficulty of rescinding the system, once it is established and experienced
by the workers;

● varying levels and degrees of resistance by elements in the organisation;

● increasing peer pressure and its consequences.

Balkema and Molleman (1999) discuss a range of barriers to the development of
self-organising teams. The first category they identify has to do with the oppor-
tunities for self-organisation provided by management. The implementation of
self-organising teams affects the ‘vertical boundary’ between lower-level manage-
ment and workers at the operational level. The role of the manager needs to become
more that of a facilitator and coach. Managers may resist such a new role, supposing
that the self-organising team structure will be a threat to their position. This sce-
nario may also be an affront to their already established psychological contract, and
may even be tinged with a fear that they cannot facilitate and coach. As noted
above, self-organising teams reduce the hierarchy, and managers will realise that
this could cost them their jobs or at the very least alter their positions radically.
Other barriers identified by Balkema and Molleman pertain to the attitudes of the
workers, the skills and learning abilities of the workers involved, and barriers related
to the actual need for self-organising teams.

In the current fervour for flatter organisations, teamworking is seen as a panacea
for many of the accompanying organisational problems, and self-directed teams are
viewed as a potential antidote for the accompanying ‘unmanaged’ hierarchy.

As Levinson Institute CEO Gerry Kraines explained to Training magazine
(Gordon, 1994), ‘I’ve yet to hear anyone explain satisfactorily what “team account-
ability” means. Every time (the Levinson Institute) has checked out a claim of an
extremely effective SDT, we’ve found there’s always an accountable manager
involved.’

Brower (1995: 13) suggests the term ‘empowering teams’, which are ‘teams that
plan, carry out and improve their value-adding work. To do this they develop the
ableness of their members so that they become learning teams and engines of devel-
opment.’ What is clear is that to create and support ‘empowering teams’ or their like
will require a thorough transformation of our organisational, managerial and infor-
mational beliefs, paradigms and practices. This is a very radical shift for most
organisations.

Communities of practice

With the development of knowledge management and organisational learning a
number of processes have evolved to help capture, transfer and use this most pre-
cious of commodities. Some organisations, including BP Amoco (Greenes, 2002),
have developed the notion of communities of practice. These are informal groups
of people who are bound together by shared experience and a passion for joint
endeavour. They share their learning, experience and knowledge in free-flowing
ways that foster and encourage new approaches to problems and transfer this
learning from one part of the organisation to another. However, these ‘communi-
ties’ are not necessarily tied up with the traditional structure and boundaries of the

Groups and teams 87

ORGB_C04.QXP  26/9/05  3:59 pm  Page 87



 

organisation. Wenger and Snyder (2000) discuss engineers from different
companies who are all engaged in deep-water drilling and thus all encounter a mul-
tiplicity of similar problems. Other organisations develop similar networks with
their supply-chain partners.

With the uptake of remote working such as teleworking and the dawning of a
new age as symbolised by the birth of virtual teams, the necessity for capturing and
facilitating this transfer of experience and learning seems even more of a necessity.
Communities of practice are likely to work favourably if the interaction required
builds upon existing patterns of interaction such as small groups of people who do
similar tasks or existing friendships. However, one of the principles is to encourage
a diversity of interactions between people, departments and business units who
have not had much to do with each other in the past.

So these communities of practice will necessitate a very different type of ‘team’
and way of working together that hitherto may not have been fully understood
within the organisation.

Groups within groups

One can view groups and teams as a series of concentric circles. The outer circle
defines all groups and includes psychological groups and teams. The middle circle,
in turn, includes all teams. Not all groups are teams, but all teams are psychological
groups. In order to be effective, a team must possess all of the criteria for being a
psychological group and a group. This is illustrated in Figure 4.1.

In concluding our discussion of groups and teams perhaps all we need say is that
teams differ from groups in the extent to which their members are interdependent
(there is more interdependence in teams) and that the team as a whole, rather than
the individual members, has performance and reward goals. Clearly, the boundaries
between the two are blurred, but the important issue is to recognise that there are
some general and significant differences between the two. In summary, external cir-
cumstances (e.g. a delayed train) can change a small group of people (the
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Teams

Psychological
groups

All groups

Figure 4.1 Groups within groups
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passengers) into a fully functioning psychological group (with the objective of pro-
ducing a letter of complaint) or even a team (the commuters’ action group).

Formal and informal groups and teams 89

Daylight

When an explosion blocks New York’s Hudson River tunnel at both ends, ex-Emergency

Medical Services Chief Kit Latura (played with typical aplomb by Sylvester Stallone) is the

only one with the know-how and experience to save the day. Risking his life, he seeks out

and joins a group of survivors in the tunnel. There he finds a feisty writer, an elderly couple,

a famous action-man, a quarrelling family, some young hoodlums, a security guard and even

a Weimaraner dog. Can he put his own past tragedies behind him (in similar vein to the film

Cliffhanger) and lead this disparate group to safety? 

Daylight, along with a whole range of other action disaster movies, shows a mixed col-

lection of very individual people becoming transformed into a psychological group and even

going through one of the various group development models, such as Tuckman’s.

Illustration in film

Formal and informal groups and teams

Formal groups

Organisations are constantly organising and reorganising their processes and struc-
tures. This may involve disbanding various groups and creating others which are
formally constructed, usually by middle or senior managers. Formal groups are,
therefore, consciously created to accomplish the organisation’s collective mission
and to achieve specific organisational and departmental objectives. They are pri-
marily concerned with the coordination of work activities and are task orientated.
They are embedded and entrapped in the fabric, hierarchy and structure of the
organisation: people are brought together on the basis of defined roles. The nature
of the tasks undertaken is a predominant feature of the formal group. Goals are
identified and developed by management, and rules, relationships and norms of
behaviour are established. They have been consciously created and organised,
recruited for and put together by somebody for a reason. Formal groups are an
important element of the organisational structure (see Chapter 7).

Because the individuals in formal groups share some commonality of objectives,
goals and (occasionally) rewards, they are more akin to teams – formal teams. They
assist people to:

● accomplish goals much less haphazardly than they would in informal groups;

● coordinate the activities of the functions of the organisation;

● establish logical authority relationships among people and between positions;

● apply the concepts of specialisation and division of labour;

● create more group cohesion as a result of a common set of goals.
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If the above list reflects how formal groups assist people to achieve in certain ways,
what are the things they are trying to achieve? Charles Handy (1993) identified a
number of major organisational purposes for groups and teams. They are to:

● distribute work, having brought together a particular set of skills, talents and
responsibilities;

● manage and control work;

● facilitate the problem-solving process by bringing together all of the available
capabilities;

● pass on decisions or information to those who need to know;

● gather ideas, information and suggestions;

● test and ratify decisions;

● coordinate and facilitate necessary liaison;

● increase commitment and involvement;

● resolve arguments and disputes between different functions, levels and
divisions.

Informal groups

Running alongside and within, cutting across and around these formal groups and
teams there exist a number of informal groups, such as:

● the office quiz or bowls team;

● the theatre-going group or the Friday lunchtime people;

● the Monday morning ‘let’s talk about the weekend’ group or the folk who
regularly swap the latest music CDs;

● the ‘let’s moan about the organisation’ people.

The list is endless. . .
We can define an informal group as a collection of individuals who become a group

when members develop certain interdependencies, influence one another’s behaviour and
contribute to mutual need satisfaction. Informal groups are based more on personal
relationships and agreement of group members than on any defined role relation-
ships. They simply emerge in the organisation, from the informal interaction of the
members of the organisation. They may be born out of shared interests, friendship
or some other social aspect. What informal groups satisfy, in a way that the formal
group may not, is a sense of belonging, the idea that we can be wanted, needed and
included for what we are and not because the organisation has put us to work with
these other people. These informal groups can also satisfy a range of other needs.
They can:

● reduce feelings of insecurity and anxiety and provide each other with social
support;

● fulfil affiliation needs for friendship, love and support;
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Stages of group and team development 91

Figure 4.2 Informal groups within the formal structure

● help to define our sense of identity and maintain our self-esteem;

● pander to our social nature, as ‘social animals’: they are a means of
entertainment, alleviating boredom and fatigue, boosting morale and personal
satisfaction;

● provide guidelines on generally acceptable behaviour: they help shape group
and organisational norms;

● cater for those often ill-defined tasks which can only be performed through the
combined efforts of a number of individuals working together.

As can be seen from the list at the beginning of this section, membership of a group
can cut across the boundaries created by the formal structure. Individuals from dif-
ferent parts and levels of the organisation may all belong to the same informal
group. Informal groups tend to have a more fluid, flexible and variable membership
than formal groups, which tend to be fairly ‘permanent’. Figure 4.2 illustrates the
way informal groups can exist within the formal structure of an organisation.

Stages of group and team development

With the increasing focus in organisations on groups and teams, there is a growing
need to understand how groups form, grow, develop, mature and change. There are
a number of models and frameworks which have attempted to encapsulate some, if
not all, of the thinking in this area.

These models talk about:

● teams which ‘form’ and finally ‘adjourn’; or

● ‘undeveloped’ teams which become ‘mature’; or
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● teams which pass through a variety of ‘stages’ from ‘mutual acceptance and
membership’ to ‘control and organisation’.

Whatever the language of the model, most start with a newly formed, undeveloped
group of people who end up being a fully formed, structured and cohesive team.
The important point is that, whatever the model, each provides us with a frame-
work, a point of reference, a shared language. The models are a vehicle for aiding
discussion and understanding; it does not matter exactly what the stage is called.
What does matter is that groups and teams in organisations identify and recognise
the stages and where they are along the group development continuum. This is
important for team-building and for the continued success and effectiveness of a
group. This section now examines three models of group formation and develop-
ment.

Bass and Ryterband

Within their model Bass and Ryterband (1979) identify four stages in group devel-
opment.

1 First stage – developing mutual trust. Through initial mistrust and fear, group
members remain defensive and limit their behaviour through conformity and
ritual.

2 Second stage – communication and decision making. Members, having learned
to accept each other, begin to express conflicts and feelings – in other words,
emotions. Norms start to be established and members develop a sense of caring
for each other. Open communications develop, along with more constructive
problem-solving and decision-making strategies.

3 Third stage – motivation and productivity. Members are involved with the work
of the group, cooperating with each other instead of competing. They are now
more readily motivated by intrinsic rewards, such as a high level of
productivity.

4 Fourth stage – control and organisation. Work is allocated by agreement and
abilities. Members can work independently and the organisation of the group is
flexible and can adapt to new challenges.

Woodcock

Woodcock (1979) also views the pattern of team development as having four stages.

1 Stage 1 – The Undeveloped Team. This stage is dominated by feelings not being
dealt with, or even not being allowed. Although there are unclear objectives at
this stage, any established policy prevails. The group is epitomised by a lack of
shared understanding about what needs to be done, the leader often having a
different view to the led. Personal weaknesses are covered up because the group
lacks the skill to support or eliminate them. Mistakes are used as ‘evidence’ to
convict people rather than as opportunities to learn.
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2 Stage 2 – The Experimenting Team. The team begins to be willing to experiment
and thus risky issues are raised. There are higher levels of listening than in the
previous stage and members start to raise their more personal issues and
feelings. The group, almost inevitably, becomes more inward looking and may
even reject other groups and individuals.

3 Stage 3 – The Consolidating Team. More often than not the team decides to
adopt a more systematic approach, leading to a more methodical way of
working. Rules and procedures are now the agreed operating rules of the team,
rather than the edicts from on high, as they were in an earlier stage. The
improved relationships and more exciting methods experienced in Stage 2 are
maintained but they are used to build the ground rules and working procedures
which the team will use.

4 Stage 4 – The Mature Team. The openness and improved relationships of Stage 2
and the systematic approach of Stage 3 are now used to complete the task of
building a really mature team. High levels of flexibility become paramount.
Appropriate leadership is established for different situations. There is optimum
use of energy and ability. Development increasingly becomes a priority because
continued success depends on continued development. Trust, openness,
honesty, cooperation and confrontation, and a continual review of results,
become part of the way of the team’s life – is this team nirvana?

Tuckman

The final model presented (Tuckman, 1965) is probably the one most often quoted,
in no small part because of the rhythm of its sequence, which makes it easy to
remember: forming, storming, norming, performing and adjourning.

Forming – initially, this stage is involved with the bringing together of a number
of people who may be somewhat anxious, wary and unsure. Clearly in this scenario
there are few, if any, ground rules. Ambiguity and confusion reign over the group.
Everybody is busy finding out who the other people are. Members are keen to estab-
lish their personal identities in the group and make a personal impression, and it is
for this reason that considerable anxiety, and even fear, may be generated. Adding
to this anxiety is the potential lack of focus and clarity around the purpose of the
group and uncertainty about the task ahead and its terms of reference. This anxiety
reveals itself in hesitant behaviour, defensiveness and ‘scapegoating’ aimed at
factors outside the group.

Storming – having traversed the slippery slope of ‘forming’, the group now tackles
the choppy waters of ‘storming’. This is a period of disagreement, frustration and
potential confrontation but every group must go through it. Out of conflict can
come good, and the group needs to cling to this sentiment at this time. The poten-
tial conflict is there because members now feel more confident to challenge each
other, and to express their views more openly and forcefully. There will be some
jockeying for positions of power, and frustration at apparent lack of progress. The
storming stage is important as it raises the energy (and activity) level of the group
and can lead on to significant changes in creativity and innovation. One is
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reminded of the film Jerry Maguire. Embroiled in a heated discussion with a hot-
headed football client, sports agent and manager Jerry turns and walks away. The
footballer follows him, saying ‘Hey, you see that’s the difference between us. You
think we’re fighting and I think we’re finally talking!’

Norming – at this stage there is a clear sense of group identity, and guidelines, stan-
dards, procedures, roles and structure become formally established. Emotions are now
expressed constructively and listened to! In organisational settings, it is at this stage that
management should intervene if they are looking to influence the group because it is at
thisstagethatthoseall-importantgroupnorms(therules forall sortsofbehaviourwithin
the group) are developed and established. Intervention is required because it shouldn’t
betakenforgrantedthatwhat isput inplacebythegroupwillautomatically leadtoeffec-
tiveness in management terms. If the Hawthorne Studies of the 1920s and 1930s (see
Chapter 5) showed us anything, it was that group norms can certainly influence, and
oftenimpose, limitsandrestrictionsonall sortsofkeyareas likeproductivityandquality.
Ifdysfunctionalgroupsbecomefullydeveloped,withanentrenchedcultureandnorms,
it is much more difficult to alter, or influence, their members’ attitudes and behaviour.

Performing – having progressed through the earlier stages, a team will have
created some structure and cohesiveness to work effectively. With these ‘mechanics’
in place, the team can now concentrate on the achievement of its objectives. It is
in this stage that task performance is at its most effective. The group should now be
close and supportive, open and trusting, resourceful and effective.

As most teams have a limited life, Tuckman and Jensen (1977) added a further
stage to the model, which they referred to as adjourning. The group may disband,
either because the task and objectives have been achieved to a satisfactory level or
because the members have left. However, before disbanding, it is important for the
group to reflect upon their time together – what went well, what didn’t go so well
and what might they do differently next time and how? Such reflection may be a
great source of learning for both the individuals concerned and the organisation.
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The Breakfast Club

The Breakfast Club directed by John Hughes is set in the library of an American high

school: it’s the weekend and five students representing different stereotypes have Saturday

detention. There’s a prom queen, a nerd, a jock (DJ), a misfit and a criminal. These five stu-

dents have never met each other before, and each is being punished for a different act of

organisational misbehaviour. Shut in together in the school library for the day, they are

forced to get to know each other. Being from such widely different backgrounds and having

such completely different personalities, it’s inevitable that some frictions develop. At first

they argue and appear to dislike each other. However, as the day progresses they learn that

behind the exterior and stereotypes, they are all very similar.

Look out for the ‘break points’ in the action when the students move from forming, to

storming, to norming and finally performing. Try to spot when the leadership of this group

moves from one character to another.

Illustration in film
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Table 4.2 Stages in group development

Bass and

Ryterband (1979)

Woodcock (1979) Tuckman (1965) Glass (1996)

Developing mutual

trust

Undeveloped team Forming Birth

Communication and

decision making

Experimenting team Storming Childhood

Motivation and

productivity

Consolidating team Norming Adolescence

Control and

organisation

Mature Performing Maturity

Adjourning

Table 4.2 summarises the different models discussed above, and the stages which
they propose. All of these models certainly look very straightforward. A group
moves from Stage 1 to Stage 2 and onwards to Stage 3 and so on, but is the process
as simple and straightforward as this statement implies? Unfortunately, where
people are concerned, events do not occur in linear fashion, and teams do not move
in straight and predictable lines. In the ‘storming’ phase groups can generate a
general reaction against all prior arrangements and this may well throw the group
back into the ‘forming’ stage. On the surface this may appear a retrograde step but
it could lead to far more meaningful and creative solutions and ways forward. In
other situations some groups may never develop to the stage of performing,
becoming bogged down in an earlier stage. Yet other groups may skip about, back-
wards and forwards, from one stage to another, sometimes missing out or leaping
over stages. Teams composed of people who are accustomed to working in that way
may jump straight to the norming stage. In the real, more complex world, the
journey of team development is not a precise path. Every team is different and dif-
ferent groups may process information differently and proceed at different speeds
through the stages. As a result, an understanding of the general principles involved
in these models is more important than a detailed appreciation of any one par-
ticular approach. This understanding can help us either to shorten the process or at
least to make it a better, more effective one. Moreover, a team whose members
understand the dynamics of group formation are less likely to get caught up at one
of the intermediate stages.

Roles and routines

Group norms

Groups tend to develop routine ways of behaving and doing things in a very natural
and almost unspoken way, a development over time which becomes a shared,
‘taken for granted’ group psyche. Groups develop habits and rituals, the origins of
which they cannot explain. Of course, work groups have some of these rituals and
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routines spelled out for them and made explicit in the form of procedures, laid
down rules and regulations and well-accepted (and documented) working practices.
However, as the Hawthorne Studies (see Chapter 5) demonstrated, work groups can
evolve unwritten and more ‘informal’ rules of behaviour or ‘norms’. Norms may act
positively or negatively from an organisational point of view. Any violations of the
group norms are not conducive to the harmony of the group, and offenders run the
risk of punishment, social isolation or expulsion from the group. New members are
quickly socialised into the norms and are expected to fit in and comply. Norms can
give a group its identity, and can help to differentiate it from others.
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Big

At one level, this ‘children’s’ film, starring Tom Hanks, is simply about the mind of a 13-year-

old boy in the body of a 35-year-old man. At another level, it illustrates what is achievable

when we approach working from a different perception. Hanks gets a job with a large toy

store, F.A.O. Schwarz, and rises quickly up the corporate ladder thanks to his unique child-

like insight. When Hanks first joins the toy store, he is placed at a desk in a cubicle in a

huge open plan office. Being a 13-year-old boy, he naively beavers away, processing orders

at a fast pace. After a while, the colleague in the next cubicle leans over and tells him to

slow down, you’re making the rest of us look bad – in other words he has unwittingly broken

some of the work norms. He is having so much fun enjoying life away from responsibility,

which begs the question why adults get so serious when there is fun to be had in almost

any situation. As a result of his free-spirited behaviour, Hanks is promoted way beyond his

expectations and experience.

Illustration in film

Group roles

Within the framework of norms that groups have developed, there also exists a
pattern of roles which members develop and demonstrate in that particular group.
The roles that individuals perform in a group have an important effect on its devel-
opment and cohesiveness. Within a typical group activity, such as a team meeting
or a seminar discussion, people will indeed show a consistent preference for certain
behaviours and not for others. In helping us to study this group and role behaviour
a basic, but useful, exercise is to divide a team’s activities, and hence roles, into
‘task/content’ and ‘maintenance/process’. Task/content activities are aimed at
problem solving and achieving the team’s concrete goals, such as developing a new
product. Maintenance/process activities involve managing how the team works
together, its emotional life and the quality of members’ interactions. These are
focused on areas such as resolving conflict and giving individuals encouragement
and support.

In further work on the distinction between task and maintenance, Benne and
Sheats (1948) developed a popular system for the classification of member roles.
Roles performed in well-functioning groups were classified under three broad head-
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ings: group task roles, group building and maintenance roles, and individual roles.
Individual roles such as blocking, dominating or avoiding need to be replaced with
maintenance, building or task roles before the group can become a truly effective
team.

In a similar vein, Ancona and Caldwell (1990) studied the boundary manage-
ment behaviours of new product teams and found that team members engaged in
four varying types of intergroup activity:

● Ambassador, who represented the team to others;

● Coordinator, who communicated laterally the team’s effort on its task with
other work units;

● Scouting, which was about scanning the team’s immediate environment;

● Guarding, involved in keeping information and resources within the group.

In keeping with research around team development models, they also found that
the team’s boundary management activities differed over the period of the product
development cycle. 

Many other classification systems exist for teasing out and identifying group
roles.

For example, Obeng (1994) lists only five roles:

● doers – who concentrate on the task at hand;

● knowers – who provide specialist knowledge;

● solvers – who solve problems as they arise;

● checkers – who make sure that all is going as well as it can and that the whole
team is contributing fully;

● carers – who make sure that the team is operating as a cohesive social unit.

Belbin’s team roles

Probably the most popular team roles categorisation was developed by Belbin
(1981, 1993). He initially identified eight team roles which, upon further develop-
ment, were expanded to nine. He argues that it is these nine roles that team
members need to fulfil if the team is to be effective and successful. Clearly not all
teams are composed of nine people, each of whom takes one of the different roles.
Usually each person will find it quite natural to fill two or three preferred roles (and
it is to be hoped that team members’ preferred roles differ from the preferred roles
of the other team members). Belbin’s team roles are illustrated in Figure 4.3.

Belbin’s team roles have proven popular in team development and teambuilding,
so popular that he has incorporated them into a computer-scored questionnaire.
One of Belbin’s key principles is that ‘no one’s perfect but a team can be’. He
preaches the gospel of balance and diversity within teams, stressing that his team
roles questionnaire is purely an initial starting point for team composition and sub-
sequent development. Some naive followers of his prescriptions have taken the
‘scores’ of individuals as the ultimate truth about what that person contributes to a
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team. This is a misguided practice, particularly when used to recruit and select new
people into a team. Belbin’s team roles are not to be taken as black or white, yes or
no, true or false. The questionnaire itself is not a fully scientifically valid or reliable
tool, particularly for measuring stable aspects of personality. However, this should
not be read as a criticism of Belbin’s work. He would argue that team role scores are
a useful guide in forming a profile of a team and a standpoint from which one can
start to identify the weaknesses of a team. Further, because the process involves
assessing the preferred roles of each team member and encouraging all members to
appreciate the characteristics and strengths of the others, his model provides an
accessible and shared language to enable this. When using it we are not swamped
with data generated from the questionnaire. It is simply a starting point to provide
a common understanding with which to pursue team issues further. If Belbin’s ques-
tionnaire simply raises the awareness levels in a team about their collective
strengths and weaknesses, then it has been a success.

In summary, we can say that it is simply not enough for groups or teams who are
working towards a common goal to have a ragbag collection of individual skills. The
various behaviours (and routines) of the team members must mesh together in
order to achieve their group’s goals and objectives.
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Specialist
Acts as a store of skills and
knowledge. Better at answering
questions than asking them.
Prefers to work with facts.

Resource investigator
Lots of external contacts and
information networks, the
group’s ‘Mr Fixit’. An extrovert
who explores opportunities
and responds to challenge.

Implementer
Concerned with turning ideas
into practical actions. Keen to
ensure (with monitor/evaluator)
that team doesn’t diverge from
its objectives.

Coordinator
Helps team stay focused on goals
and encourages members to
contribute. Good at getting the
best out of people. Controls,
summarises and mediates.

Shaper
Strong opinions, wants to influence
events. Keen to gain others’ agreement
to ideas and wants to have a say in
decisions. Challenges inertia, good at
finding ways round obstacles.

Monitor/evaluator
Concerned with accuracy and
precision, acts as the team’s
maintainer of standards. Judges
accurately, seeing all options.
Logical and analytical.

Plant
Creative and innovative,
generating lots of ideas.
Tires of routine and
conformity. Good at solving
difficult problems.

Teamworker
Helps to maintain the team’s
coherence, making sure all are
involved. Promotes team spirit,
responding to people and
situations.

Completer/finisher
Tidies up loose ends, wants to get
the details right. Delivers on time,
capacity for follow through.

Figure 4.3 Belbin’s team roles
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Building and maintaining effective teams

Some managers may ‘play’ at human engineering by trying to select exactly the
right combination of people, but more often than not they end up in a state of con-
fusion. Effective teams can come about spontaneously, as a result of a particular set
of circumstances. The key to success does not always appear to lie in the selection
of team members, as many sports teams are composed of talented individuals who
work poorly as a team. Likewise, there are many examples of groups of less talented
individuals who perform well in a team scenario.

In his classic work The Human Side of Enterprise, Douglas McGregor (1960) pro-
vides an account of the differences between effective and ineffective groups.
According to McGregor the effective group is cohesive, relaxed and friendly. Their
discussion is open, hence disagreement is always possible. Effectiveness is a func-
tion of group members’ orientation and attitude, not simply the behaviour of the
leader. McGregor’s view of effective groups corresponds to Tuckman’s norming and
performing stages of group development mentioned earlier. However, the features
of ineffective groups are closer to Tuckman’s storming stage. A significant difference
between these two writers is that McGregor sees some groups as fixed and trapped
in their own poor behaviour, whereas Tuckman implies that groups tend to move
out of the ineffective stages into more effective behaviour (or at the very least they
fluctuate between the two).

Mullins (2002: 477) views the characteristics of an effective work group as being
more holistic and humanistic. He sees the underlying feature of these groups as ‘a
spirit of cooperation in which members work well together as a united team, and with har-
monious and supportive relationships’. According to Mullins, this may be particularly
evidenced when members of a group exhibit the characteristics presented in Table
4.3.

A mild criticism of these ideas is that the list in Table 4.3 reflects effective work
teams rather more than work groups and that this is how it should be – these are
teams not groups. Teams operate at the higher order of group dynamics that the list
reflects.

Table 4.3 Characteristics of effective work groups

● A belief in shared aims and objectives

● A sense of commitment to the group

● Acceptance of group values and norms

● A feeling of mutual trust and dependency

● Full participation by all members and decision making by consensus

● Free flow of information and communications

● The open expression of feelings and disagreements

● The resolution of conflict by the members themselves

● A lower level of staff turnover, absenteeism, accidents, errors and complaints.

Source: Mullins, L. J. (2002) Management and Organisational Behaviour, 6th edn, Financial Times Prentice Hall, 

p. 477. Reprinted with permission.
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Finally, it must be recognised that for a team to be effective it should contain
diversity: it should have people with differing outlooks and strengths (Higgs, 1996).
To some extent this need for diversity is satisfied (and forced upon us) by the
growing inevitability of globalisation and cross-cultural fertilisation. Whereas diver-
sity in terms of occupational or organisational role is an expectation of a team,
diversity in terms of nationality, age, ethnicity, personality or even gender is often
less readily accepted. It is hard to manage a truly diverse team. Team members
invariably have very different values, norms and beliefs about how to behave and
even different perceptions of what is going on around them. Kandola (1995) ident-
ified that although diverse teams have the potential to be highly effective because
of the variety of outlooks they possess, they may often fail to achieve that high
potential. Teams need and require integration; this is something that Maznevski
(1994) has argued for. This requirement for integration involves a paradox: inte-
gration is more difficult to achieve as teams become more diverse (and yet with
globalisation, teams will inevitably become more diverse). According to Arnold et
al. (1998) integration relies on:

● a social reality shared by group members;

● the ability to empathise and see things from others’ points of view;

● the motivation to communicate;

● the ability to negotiate and agree norms within the team;

● the ability to identify the true causes of any difficulties which arise;

● self-confidence of all group members.

If one combines Mullins1 list with that of Arnold et al., the result is a comprehen-
sive range of characteristics for an effective work team.

Group cohesiveness and performance

Group cohesiveness is related to group effectiveness, and factors which constitute
cohesion can be seen to parallel some of the aspects which determine a group’s
effectiveness. Group cohesion can be thought of as the ‘pulling power’ of the group,
its magnetism, its ability to retain its members. Piper et al. (1983: 94) defined it as
‘the attractiveness of the group to its members, together with their motivation to remain as
part of the group and resist leaving it’. In a cohesive group, group identity is clear,
interpersonal relations are good and people place value upon being a member of the
group. Members of such groups experience fewer work-related anxieties and are
better adjusted in the organisation than are members of less cohesive groups. They
have higher rates of job satisfaction, and lower rates of tension, absenteeism and
labour turnover. Cohesive groups develop greater levels of cooperation among their
members, and membership in itself can be a very rewarding and enlightening
experience. All in all, a cohesive group is likely to be an effective one.

On the question of relatedness, Handy (1993) identified the size of a group as
an important moderating factor in its ability to be effective. For best partici-
pation and involvement, between five and eight members appears to be the
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optimum. In work groups, size can be related to cohesiveness and member satis-
faction too, with larger work groups tending to have lower morale and more
absenteeism. Members start to feel less involved and committed in large groups
of over 15 members, interaction with all members becomes more difficult and
the ability to maintain a common goal becomes harder. The incidence of clique
formation also increases, thus decreasing overall cohesiveness. Mullins (2002:
472) lists a comprehensive number of factors affecting cohesiveness, as set out in
Table 4.4.

What we have said about cohesive groups so far amounts to an impressive list of
advantages. They demonstrate greater cooperation, with easier and more flowing
communication and an increased resistance to frustration, as well as reduced
labour turnover and absenteeism. If a manager aims to develop and lead effective
work groups then he or she simply must pay attention to the factors which influ-
ence the creation of a group’s identity and cohesiveness. However, the tightrope of
tension the manager must negotiate in order to develop strong and cohesive
groups is a very tricky balancing act, for very strongly cohesive groups also present
problems. They start to look in on themselves too much and can become very
defensive and protective of their ‘territory’ and jealous of, or even aggressive
towards, other groups. Life may be difficult for new entrants into the group,
thereby restricting the introduction of new practices and suggestions. Linked to
this last point, and of great relevance in today’s increasingly flexible business
environment, is the fact that strongly cohesive groups resist change and the
‘invasion’ of these new ideas. The status quo is comfortable and satisfying and the
cohesive group feels it is invulnerable and strong. This results in a powerful set of
forces equipped to resist any proposed changes. It must come as no surprise, either,
that these over-cohesive groups are viewed as awkward, overbearing and bombastic
by others.
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Table 4.4 Group performance and cohesiveness

Membership

development

Work environment Organisational

cohesiveness

Group and maturity

Size of the group Nature of the task Management and

leadership style

Forming

Compatibility of

members

Physical setting Storming

Communications Personnel policies and

procedures

Norming

Permanence Technology Success Performing

External threat Adjourning

Source: Adapted from Mullins, L. J. (2002). Management and Organisational Behaviour, 6th edn, Financial Times

Prentice Hall, p. 472. Reprinted with permission.
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Conformity and groupthink

The ‘energy’ of very cohesive groups is not just directed at people who fall outside
the boundaries of the group. Even in a strongly cohesive group, pressure is placed
on members to fall into line and conform to the group norms. The potency of this
group pressure to conform was illustrated in a classic laboratory study by Solomon
Asch (1951). A group of seven subjects were shown a line and asked to say which of
three other lines matched it in length. In fact only one of the subjects was a true
volunteer, the other six being stooges. The subjects gave their responses with the
real volunteer responding sixth. At the first session, all of the group correctly ident-
ified the lines. At the second session, the stooges consistently gave incorrect
answers. They would say, within earshot of the true volunteer, that a line clearly
shorter than the test line was equal to it. In 32 per cent of cases, the volunteer went
along with this opinion despite some initial hesitancy. Asch’s study demonstrated
the power of a group to elicit conformity of opinion and judgement amongst its
members. More importantly, it also revealed how difficult it can be to resist other
people’s opinions, even when one knows that their opinions are wrong.

Asch’s work was anchored in the laboratory, where life, and research findings, are
not necessarily the same as one might find in the reality of a business organisation.
In the light of more recent trends within the business environment towards flatter
organisational structures, which empower and entrust individuals to make
decisions for themselves, we have to question the validity of Asch’s findings. More
and more, managers are being encouraged to challenge the status quo and to think
more laterally, to be more creative and innovative in a shorter space of time.
Organisations are busy developing learning cultures, cultures where everyone has
the right to question and where diversity of thinking (not just diversity of people)
is positively encouraged and rewarded. Many management consultants, and the
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Apollo 13

The story of the ill-fated Apollo 13 moon-shot mission. It was to be the third moon landing,

but the ship malfunctioned in deep space. For the better part of a tense week, it seemed

that the crew of three might not be coming back.

The key themes of team synergy, creativity, differing roles and technological expertise are

explored, along with the very current issues of working with a team of people who are

distant (very distant in this case) from the organisation and divorced from the normal work

environment.

The NASA team has to constantly invent new solutions to never-before-faced problems

– the brainstorming and creativity sessions are there for everyone to see. As an aside, Ed

Harris (NASA flight director) has a neat line in viewing the problems from a different angle.

In response to a senior official’s despondent utterings ‘This could be the worst disaster

NASA has ever experienced’, Harris replies ‘With all due respect, sir, I believe this is going

to be our finest hour.’

Illustration in film
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Table 4.5 Symptoms of groupthink

● Group feels invulnerable; excessive optimism and risk taking pervade the air.

● Warnings that things might be going awry are discounted and rationalised away.

● There is an unquestioned belief in the group’s morality.

● Those who oppose the group are ridiculed and stereotyped as stupid, corrupt and weak.

● Pressure is applied to anyone who opposes the prevailing mood of the group.

● An illusion of unanimity develops; silence is taken as consent.

● Members of the group censor themselves if they feel they are deviating from the group norms.

● Self-appointed ‘mindguards’ are established who protect the group from information and individuals

which would disrupt consensus.

Source: Based on Janis (1972).

tools they use (such as Business Process Re-engineering), are geared towards helping
the organisation question and challenge its taken-for-granted assumptions about
‘the way we do things around here’. What we can say is that there is always a strong
social pressure to conform when amongst our peers but, in the context of a business
organisation, this pressure is watered down and moderated for the very reasons
listed above.

The work of Janis (1972) developed a theme of Asch’s work, that the effective
decision-making ability of a group is dramatically and drastically impaired by the
presence and pressure of others. Janis’s work struck a very practical note of reality
because it was extracted and developed from famous cases in world history. The
term ‘groupthink’ was coined, which in Janis’s (1972: 9) words is ‘a mode of thinking
in which people engage when they are deeply involved in a cohesive group, in which striv-
ings for unanimity override motivations to realistically appraise alternative courses of
action’. When making decisions, groups do not have either perfect knowledge or
perfect rationality and yet groups suffering from ‘groupthink’ believe that they
possess both of these and a variety of other ‘symptoms’ highlighted in Table 4.5.

Janis concluded that the historical decisions he looked at were all characterised
by a process which involved the group just ‘drifting along’, which gave rise to the
sense of false consensus. Another common factor among the cases was the tendency
to curtail discussion and to consider only a very limited range of alternatives. Again
we must ask ourselves how applicable these findings about strongly cohesive groups
are for today’s business organisations. In thinking about this question, one should
bear in mind the earlier points noted and the fact that Janis was primarily looking
at very significant and important foreign policy decisions.

Communication and conflict

Teams rely on communication; it’s their lifeblood. The global and virtual teams of
tomorrow will need it more than ever (Coles, 1998a). Intuitively one can see this
dependence on communication, albeit in the form of telecommunications,
growing. Safe in the knowledge that the main types of communication network
illustrated in Figure 4.4 will still be of some value in the future, we should ponder
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on communication for a moment. Many management commentators preach indi-
vidual power and autonomy, self-responsibility, trust, empowerment and the ability
to make decisions and act rapidly. This is part of a dominant contemporary philos-
ophy, and if we accept this philosophy, we have to ask the question, ‘How relevant
are communication networks, when employees are being encouraged to think and
act independently?’ It is because we are being empowered to be more autonomous
and to take responsibility that we must address this issue.

Email, and other similar forms of communication, tend to ‘open up’ and democ-
ratise communication. Sproull and Kiesler (1991) compared how small groups make
decisions through computer conferences, email and face-to-face discussion. The use
of an electronic medium caused participants to talk more frankly and more equally,
and to make more suggestions for action. In the face-to-face discussions only a few
people dominated. However, they also found that the increased democracy of the
electronic media interfered with decision making and raised the levels of conflict.
Decisions via email were made more slowly and participants expressed more
extreme opinions and vented their anger more openly.

Intra-group behaviour and conflict

Organisations are encouraging higher levels of diversity in teams. Diversity is a
gateway to being more effective, and yet the more homogeneous a team is in terms
of shared interests, attitudes and backgrounds, the easier it might be for that team
to be a cohesive force. Individuals in the team can empathise and relate to each
other more readily. Some variety and variation in individual differences, such as
personality or skills, may, on the other hand, act as a positive force for cohesion.
However, if these personality differences are particularly accentuated, extreme or
acute, personality clashes can occur, and this can be a source of conflict and disrup-
tion for the team. Belbin (1981) talks about balance in teams and people
complementing each other. More sophisticated recruitment and selection processes
may be one way of achieving the right levels of balance in a team, ensuring that a
whole range of individual differences in areas such as skills, attitudes, attributes and
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The wheel
Everything passes
through team leader

The clique
Unbalanced pattern
of communicating

Comcon

Open, all-channel
working

The circle
Leaderless self-
managed team

Team leader Team member

Figure 4.4 The main communication network patterns in teams
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personality is taken into account. In this way we can predict, and moderate against,
potential conflict situations.

Another source of conflict for teams can arise where members of the team are in
competition with each other for finite resources. Typically, where a sales team oper-
ates in a limited geographical area there may be sales people in that team competing
with each other for revenue, individual incentives and bonuses. Some members of
the team will do better than others and in some cases this can trigger the ‘stealing’
of sales leads and the sabotaging of others. The resulting animosity and conflict can
become dysfunctional for the whole team. Clearly, this is an extreme example but
the practice of individual incentive payment schemes and the encouragement of
intra-team competition does exist. As before, it is all a matter of balance. Some level
of competition between members of the same team can be productive in all sorts of
ways, but the important point is to know at what level to pitch that competition
and how to reward it. Individual incentive schemes in a team, by their very nature,
demand a highly accurate process for measuring performance fairly. A growing
number of companies are experimenting with schemes based on the output, sales
or productivity of a group, section or department (Carrington, 1995; Armstrong,
1996). Incentive schemes based on the discrete performance of a work group
attempt to encourage flexibility and cooperation among its members, and to a
certain extent provide opportunities for the employees to decide for themselves
how to divide up the resulting rewards and incentives. Armstrong (1996) points out
that such schemes appear to be more effective when the work groups:

● stand alone as performing units, with clear targets and standards;

● have a meaningful degree of autonomy;

● consist of people whose work is interdependent;

● contain members who are multiskilled, flexible and good team players;

● perform in a directly measurable way.

Although team-based payment schemes can lead to higher levels of motivation,
productivity, cooperation and ‘teamness’ among team members, there can be prob-
lems. The team can end up ‘carrying’ someone, who ultimately reaps the same
rewards as the other members but for less effort. However, what we have learned
from the Hawthorne studies indicates that it is likely that the other members of the
team doing the ‘carrying’ would address the situation. In this way, it can be argued
that team-based schemes encourage the team to take a more proactive role in man-
aging itself and each other. Alternatively, pressure to conform and the requirement
for consideration of others can lead to the reduction of effort to the lowest common
denominator and the demotivation of high performers. Another disadvantage with
these schemes is that they can help to develop an imbalanced, and skewed, pattern
of labour movement around the organisation. Individuals will resist transfer out of
high-performing teams for the fear of a potential drop in individual earnings.
Likewise, employees may resist being moved into teams that perform poorly.
Probably the most important issue in the development, implementation and
success of these schemes is the requirement for there to be a change in the culture
of the organisation. There needs to be a move away from an individually orientated
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work environment, which the scheme itself would facilitate, towards the realisation
that the individual’s pay will not be totally related to his or her own efforts. Indeed,
an individual’s pay may well be more closely related to the performance of a col-
league than to his or her own. This, in turn, will develop a very real
interdependence within teams.

In Sid Joynson’s ( Joynson and Forrester, 1995: 31) experience the very essence
and nature of teamwork can build strong motivation – far stronger than can be
given by mere cash incentives. ‘In my experience, attempts to motivate through
performance-related pay schemes are quite counter-productive and tend to destroy
the all-important team ethic.’
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Glengarry Glen Ross

It’s a rainy night at the tired firm of John Williamson (one of Kevin Spacey’s earliest roles)

when Blake arrives to give the loser sales team a pep talk on how to sell right. Blake’s angry

rantings offend George, upset Dave, and annoy Shelley, but none can complain because

Blake has proposed a contest. First prize is a Cadillac Eldorado, second prize is a set of

steak knives, third prize is the sack! There is no room for losers in this dramatically mascu-

line world; only ‘closers’ will get the good sales leads. 

As well as a fine ensemble piece, adapted from a powerful play, this story demonstrates

the destructive notion of individual rather than team rewards and the conflict which this

encourages. 

Illustration in film

Inter-group behaviour and conflict

Groups in organisations are not sealed off from each other; they do not exist and
operate within a vacuum. In fact, the situation can be quite the opposite. They can
become highly dependent upon each other, and the effectiveness of an organisation
often relies upon smooth relationships between its different teams (Ancona, 1987).
However, since each group is primarily judged on how well it performs its tasks,
there will be tension between the need to focus on its own concerns and the
requirement to cooperate with other groups, in order that they might perform effec-
tively. As noted earlier, cohesiveness can be of great benefit to a group but it can also
result in tension and conflict between groups. The problem is clear: some degree of
conflict or competition between groups is both good and inevitable but the mix of
‘friendly’ rivalry and competition must be balanced with the need for cooperation.
This is where many organisations go wrong when structuring, for instance, their
sales teams. They view competition between teams as a way of motivating people
and as something that is healthy for the workplace. Teams that consistently
perform well might receive large bonuses, or other incentives, at the end of the year.
But not everyone can be top; the system may well develop a destructive climate of
‘winners’ and ‘losers’. In extreme cases, this inter-group conflict can operate to the
detriment of organisational productivity. However, groups that cooperate can coor-
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dinate their activities better, have a fuller exchange of ideas and information, and
share both expenses and rewards.

Groups and change

‘We have met the enemy and it is us.’ (Walt Kelly)

The inevitability of change is an accepted truism in today’s business environment.
However, when undergoing change, groups can present us with some difficult
moments of truth; they are not good at handling change!

● Groups will think first about what they must give up.

● They feel awkward and self-conscious.

● Groups have different readiness and acceptance levels for change.

● Some groups will feel very alone.

● Others will worry and fret that they don’t have enough resources.

● Groups will revert to their old ways of behaving, particularly if we do not
‘constantly’ reinforce the change.

The impact of technology

Technology clearly has a considerable influence on the pattern of group operations
and behaviour. One of the most striking issues arising from the work of Trist et al.
(1963) was that the technological changes being implemented in a coal mine under
observation had brought about changes in the traditional social groupings of the
miners. Technological change created a lack of cooperation between different shifts
and a disruption to the integration of small groups (see Chapter 5).

The type, level, amount and use of technology available to an organisation can
often determine how particular tasks or work packages are carried out. In some cir-
cumstances, the technology can strongly influence and change the very essence of
a job and the way it is performed. For example, the way the work is organised
around the technology may limit the opportunities for social interaction and the
extent to which it is possible to identify oneself as a member of a cohesive work
group. Consequently, this can have adverse, or positive, effects on attitudes to work
and the level of job satisfaction. During the past few decades manufacturing organ-
isations have been striving to eliminate some of the more alienating aspects of mass
production by increasing the range and type of tasks and responsibilities allocated
to small groups. These attempts include the greater use of group technology
approaches, autonomous work groups and self-directed teams, as discussed above.

The downsizing of large-scale centralised organisations into smaller working
units can help to develop an environment in which workers may relate more easily
to each other.
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Global teamworking

With more companies extending their operations across and around the world, the
management and leadership of global teams is becoming a new challenge (see
Chapter 10). That global teams exist cannot be denied. At Hewlett-Packard, the
European export administration manager has a team of 35 people in several coun-
tries, including 15 in Britain. In the Ford Motor Company, some senior project
managers have direct managerial responsibility for 25 people, of whom the most
senior might comprise five project managers, based in Europe, South America,
Australia, Japan and China.

There are a number of all-consuming and inextricably linked trends which are
encouraging this situation. Heading the list is the revolution in technology, particu-
larly telecommunications. Email, voice mail, laptops, hand-held organisers,
videoconferencing, internet telephones, interactive pagers – all of these tools make
teamwork, mobility and working at a distance a more satisfactory option. The only
problem is that technology is changing faster than our attitudes and beliefs about
work. Another paradox is that all this wizardry is supposed to help businesses to
communicate and manage remote teams. The reality is that few multinationals
have started to tackle the challenge. They often have no clear information tech-
nology strategy; alternatively, one part of the organisation, due to some
technological mismatch, may be unable to ‘talk’ to another part. Often, few have
been trained in the use of new technology and many are unfamiliar with it. Within
the same global team the technology can create a two-tier hierarchy of those who
can and those who cannot use it.
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Disclosure

Although Disclosure is remembered more for the theme of sexual harassment than anything

else, as with many Michael Crichton novels there is a parallel theme of technology and its

impact on the functioning of global organisations, office ‘politics’ and ‘virtual’ teams.

Illustration in film

Cross-cultural teamworking

Much of the research into formulating ideas and models around groups and teams
– how they form, how they develop, how they thrive and grow – could be accused
of being ethnocentric. Many of the ideas have evolved out of a Western mode of
thought. The greatest barrier to intercultural communication occurs when a person
believes that ‘only my culture makes sense, espouses the right values, and represents
the right and logical way to behave’. If we look at the work of Geert Hofstede
(1980), we can identify some key differences between the United States and Japan,
for example. The USA is one of the most individualistic cultures, Japan is among the
countries where collectivism is strong. Further, the USA is a culture with a low ori-
entation towards authority which can tolerate uncertainty. The Japanese, on the
other hand, have a national culture with a strong orientation towards authority and
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are highly motivated to avoid uncertainty in their work lives. Armed with this infor-
mation we can hypothesise that Japanese business people would not be at ease
taking part in some energetic storming; rather, they would be more willing to 
(over-) conform when in teams. Whatever we might conclude, it is an inescapable
fact that the national cultures of the USA and Japan are very different and therefore
people from those cultures will go about the process of forming and working in
teams in different ways.

It is vitally important to be aware of the business and cultural protocols of the
people with whom you are sharing a global teamworking experience. As an
example, imagine the scenario of having a face-to-face meeting of the global
design/sales team. The Japanese partners are seated opposite the large windows
looking out and the most senior of the Japanese visitors is near the door. The seating
arrangements may upset your team partners on two counts. First, they will assume
that you consider that they are not interested in the meeting, because you have
placed them in front of the windows, thus giving them a view to look out on and
occupy them. Second, and more traditionally, in Japan, the most senior people are
placed furthest from the door, facing it. This dates back to a time in Japan’s history
of warring Samurai factions when the first people to ‘get the chop’ were the people
nearest the door.
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Fantastic Four

When a space voyage goes awry, four people are changed for ever. Reed Richards, the

leader of the group, gains the ability to stretch his body and becomes Mr. Fantastic. Sue

Storm develops the skill to turn invisible and create force fields, calling herself (not surpris-

ingly) the Invisible Woman. Her brother Johnny Storm gains the ability to control fire,

including covering his own body with flame. He becomes the Human Torch. Finally pilot Ben

Grimm is turned into a super strong rock creature calling himself Thing. Together, they use

their unique skills and powers to explore the strange aspects of the world and to foil the evil

plans of Doctor Doom.

Pretty well much an everyday story of the power of differing skills and diversity within a

team! Other ‘super hero’ teams and alliances like the X-Men (or Batman, Robin and Batgirl)

demonstrate the same principle. Often, individually, they can be seen as ‘powerless’ but

together as a team they are a much mightier force to be reckoned with. 

Illustration in film

Diversity in teams

As already highlighted, diversity in organisations is a growing need. There is evi-
dence to suggest that businesses with a diverse workforce are more strongly placed
to attract and retain quality staff. The same can be said of teams within those
organisations. Well-led diverse teams can outperform homogeneous teams by as
much as 15 per cent (Watson et al., 1993). Further, companies have identified the
benefits that the differing experiences and perspectives of a diverse team can bring
to the workplace. It enables them to be more competitive in serving the needs of
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their customers (a diverse group in themselves), in expanding into new markets
and in recruiting talented people from an increasingly mobile workforce.

Of course, diversity is not only limited to the groups of employees that equal
opportunities legislation highlights. Functionally diverse teams may consist of indi-
viduals with a variety of work, educational and training backgrounds. Europe-wide
or even global work teams may further involve cultural, perceptual and even
socially developed cognitive differences. Traditional diversity in teams along the
lines of functional diversity does ensure that the team will have the adequate mix
of skills, knowledge, expertise and experience to guide itself. Also, when people in
teams bring different points of view and information to the task in hand, that team
may well avoid the dangerous problems of groupthink.

Although diverse teams may well generate higher levels of creativity (Guzzo and
Dickson, 1996), be more flexible, adapt to change more readily and have a greater
‘global reach’, there are team leadership and management problems associated with
diverse teams. They may simply be too diverse and ‘spread’, and can sometimes
present all the difficulties of leading people with extremely differing views and
opinions about almost anything!

Networks and virtual teams

With the increasing propensity for organisations to downsize and outsource or sub-
contract a growing number of tasks and functions, some work teams may have a
membership consisting of full-time employees, part-time and temporary (fixed-
term) people, two-days-per-week associate partners and outsourced workers (see
Chapter 7). In The Age of Unreason Charles Handy (1989) describes a flexible organ-
isational structure design, which he calls the ‘shamrock’ organisation. This structure
is made up of three distinct groups of people:

● the professional core;

● the contractual fringe;

● the flexible labour force.

Each of these three elements of the workforce has a different kind of commitment
to the organisation and a varying set of expectations; each group needs to be
managed in a different way. When they are put together in mixed teams, what
might you expect some of the outcomes to be? Many organisations are now under-
taking joint projects with other organisations, forming strategic partnerships and
alliances or creating loosely coupled teams across several organisations, even with
their competitors. Learning and developing in groups and teams is starting to cut
across the organisation’s traditional boundaries. (See the works listed in the Further
reading section (page 119) – Hamel et al. (1989) or Coles (1998).)

Virtual organisations, workplaces and teams are becoming increasingly common-
place. In a virtual team, the members’ primary interaction is through some
combination of electronic communication systems, which allows the members of
the team to cross time, space and cultural boundaries ( Johnson et al., 2001).
Members may never ‘meet’ in the traditional sense. Virtual teams are much more
likely to involve far more diverse and transient membership across different geo-
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graphical locations within the organisation; contingent workers from outside the
organisation; suppliers and customers; and even resource providers from many dif-
ferent cultures (Sparrow, 2000). Young (1998: 46) makes the distinction between
virtual teams – working together as one across distances simultaneously, with people from
the same function and cross-functional virtual teams – people working in different func-
tions, business units or across time zones. Young stresses that virtual teams free the
organisation to run 24 hours a day, helping the organisation to break away from the
constraints of traditional working time and staff availability. Cascio (1998b) lists a
number of advantages of virtual teams, including:

● savings in time, travel expenses and elimination of the lack of access to
experts;

● teams can be organised regardless of whether the members are in reasonable
proximity of each other;

● allowing organisations to expand their potential labour market, and to hire
and retain people regardless of their physical location;

● dynamic team membership enables people to move from one project to
another;

● employees can be assigned to multiple, concurrent teams.

There are, of course, corresponding disadvantages. Although significant technolog-
ical advances have been made in terms of ‘telepresence’ or ‘virtual presence’, many
virtual teams still find that effective collaborative work is still performed in face-to-
face meetings where the issues of trust and ambiguity that surround identity in the
virtual world are most easily overcome. The very lack of physical interaction, with
its corresponding verbal and non-verbal cues, will be detrimental to the quality of
communication. Up to 70 per cent of the meaning of a message is derived from
non-verbal cues. The synergies that often accompany face-to-face communication
will also be lost. Another disadvantage may well be the increased reliance on tech-
nology and telecommunications. Technology will become an all too powerful
determinant for the way we communicate and how we organise and manage teams
and ultimately organisations. Already technology is moving faster than other
organisational activities. Virtual teams add another layer of complexity to any
teamwork structure, and though increasingly popular, they are still a relatively
under-researched organisational form. They are built around the latest advances in
technological communication, so how do team leaders learn not to over-rely on
these advances, such as email, newsgroups and interactive groupware? Membership
is typically based solely around needed expertise; the teams rarely have any history
of interaction, and their performance potential is unknown (Potter et al., 2000).
Virtual work teams present a unique set of managerial challenges which organis-
ations are only just starting to tackle (Kiser, 1999, Solomon, 2001). Some people are
just not built for remote teamworking (Alexander, 2000), which virtual teams are
bound to encourage; how do we manage the people who get left behind by the
whole process? To develop and manage virtual teams requires expertise in both
team development and virtual team technologies.
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Teams – are they really that good?

‘Hell is other people.’ (Jean-Paul Sartre)

Hackman’s review of teamworking (1990) raises a number of circumstances in
which teams do fail. The truth is that they don’t always work well. Many manage-
ment books develop processes in which people from a broad spectrum of
backgrounds cheerfully set aside their native prejudices and preferences and march
in rhythm, or at least in time, to the heroic leader’s drumbeat. But some of these
approaches fail to address the fact that people have their own reason for doing
things.

Groups could be viewed as the multipliers of underachievement – a small short-
fall that one person has on an assembly team is multiplied across the whole team;
each weakness adds to the whole weakness. Groups are seldom unanimous, and the
striving for unanimity at all costs is unrealistic. Within any group there will be a
variety of degrees of commitment and understanding. Disappointments can be
magnified by the dynamics. Groups are prone to rumour, supposition and innu-
endo – negativity can live on when it might have naturally subsided in individuals.
Conformity saps diversity, or at least waters it down. The very thing teaming sets
out to encourage can be the first thing it eradicates.

Once one delves below the surface one can also find evidence for the frailty and
frivolity of working in groups and teams. We have already highlighted some of the
‘folly’ of groupthink – personality factors can hamper group decision making.
Dominant individuals may exert excessive influence over decisions or solutions
even when their solutions are incorrect. Status hierarchy often inhibits the indi-
vidual with the correct answer from persisting (Maier and Solem, 1952).

Drez (1999) identified a range of reasons for the potential failure of work teams.
Amongst these were:

● a lack of (or no) trust;

● weak strategies;

● competitive and authoritarian environment;

● a ‘fad’ mentality;

● limited experimentation;

● vague assignments;

● poor team skills;

● poor staffing.

This list certainly provides some ‘food for thought’ for both team-oriented organis-
ations and team leaders.

There is some debate about whether the quality of ideas is superior when individuals
work alone or when in real groups. Diehl and Stroebe (1987), in a review of the evidence,
suggest that individuals working alone produce a better quality of ideas. Problems of
group performance extend also to studies of group decision making. Research evidence
is consistent in suggesting that the quality of group decision making generally equals
but does not exceed the quality of decision making of the average member.
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Recent meta-analysis (Mullen and Cooper, 1994) of studies examining the
relationship between cohesiveness and effectiveness suggested that the direction
of effort was from performing to cohesiveness rather than vice versa. Teams
which performed well became more cohesive as a result, so organisations need
to worry less about creating cohesiveness, for it will come, and more about
raising performance. In studies conducted in organisational settings, there’s no
reliable impact of team-building interventions upon task effectiveness or team
performance. Interventions designed to change the interpersonal processes in
groups are least likely to effect any change in performance (Tannenbaum et al.,
1992).

Some potentially useful teams aren’t managed or supported well. Managing a
team is a skill, which needs training and development. Further, managing cre-
ative and innovative teams is more awkward and difficult, as suggested by the
following:

● There may be reaction against the process of forcing people to form and act
like a team when a team isn’t needed.

● Teamwork can take more time than individual work, particularly at the
beginning of a project.

● Often training is required to build a distinct set of team skills.

● Can the work be done better by more than one person?

● Does the work ‘naturally’ create a common purpose or set of goals for the
people in a group?

● Are the members of the group interdependent? Do they have to work hand in
glove to get the job done?

There are also the issues around the changing nature of teamworking – virtual
teams, teleworking, diversity. Much research now highlights the negative aspects
of teamwork – groupthink leading to ineffective solutions, increasing stress � com-
petition between teams, competition over scarce resources. More recently, a
number of writers have started to identify a backlash against the excessive use of
teams in recent years. Drexler and Forrester (1998: 55) feel that ‘the concept of
teamwork has been overused and has been employed even in activities which actu-
ally require individual efforts and have very little impact on the other group
members.’ They also discuss issues appertaining to whether particular types of
work really require teamwork, and to ask these questions before employing a team-
building strategy to anything and everything. Teamwork may not always
necessarily be the answer.

These sentiments are echoed by Butcher and Bailey (2000), who report that
companies often saw teams as an end rather than a means, setting them up where
they were not required. Further, even in situations where their use was justified,
their effectiveness was hindered by managers’ adherence to strongly held beliefs
about how they should operate.
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Collaborative work is often viewed as one of the centrepieces of contemporary management, and team-

working is firmly at the middle of that centrepiece. A manager’s worth is often weighted against his or

her skills as a leader of groups and their ability at evolving, developing and encouraging teamwork. This

chapter has covered some of the key aspects of groups and teams and has attempted to raise a number

of issues. To consolidate these issues, the following implications are of some importance.

1 Some of the aspects which allow groups to be cohesive are being moderated, and this must be

recognised. Physical proximity helps cohesiveness and yet, with new technology and global teams,

proximity is no longer vital. In another way, though, the new technology of telecommunications makes

us even closer than before.

2 Group norms cannot be completely controlled but they can be influenced. Managers need to learn

the art of shaping these norms through clear statements about preferred behaviours, by reinforcing

the desired behaviours through their own actions and by linking them to rewards.

3 Leading and managing a team is a balancing act between continuity and diversity, between individual

and team incentives, between conformity and individualism, between face-to-face team meetings

and distant communications, between different but complementary roles.

4 The power of the informal group to effect change and influence the organisation is often overlooked.

Leaders must recognise and use the informal, ‘shadow side’, of the organisation.

5 The growth in teamworking should lead to a significant and meaningful growth in the incidence of

group performance reviews and team incentives. The equitable and fair measurement of a team’s

productivity or performance will become of paramount importance.

6 In most cases effective teams do not just occur. They need to be consciously built, created and

selected for. Roles need to be established and developed, diversity needs to be encouraged, and

an open culture of trust sought. The negative aspects of cohesiveness and groupthink should be

guarded against.

7 Although many textbooks define formal groups as permanent, many organisations are seeking to

implement adaptable structures and develop more flexible and proactive patterns of working. In this

sense the permanence of a formal group may be no more than the duration of the project in a matrix

structure. Less permanence will be more common.

8 Although making group decisions can be time consuming, trigger conflict and involve inappropriate

pressures to conform, the decisions are often more accurate, creative and acceptable. This is

because of the innate capacity for groups to demonstrate synergy – ‘the whole is greater than the

sum of its parts’. But synergy does not just happen, it has to be nurtured and managed.

9 Issues faced by the leaders of global, virtual and self-directed teams include how to manage the

anonymous team and what to do about performance management. What is the new social protocol

for virtual teams and how do we manage that? Can any of the traditional views of team development

still be applied?

10 It is important to understand that teams, and teamworking, may not be the magical panacea for all

organisations.

Managerial implications
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Summary of main points

This chapter has examined the rapidly changing nature of groups and teams. The main points

made are:

● humans have an innate ‘craving’ to be in a variety of groups, and organisational life helps

to satisfy this need;

● there are clear differences and similarities between informal and formal groups;

● there are significant distinctions between groups, psychological groups and teams;

● groups occur, grow, develop and are maintained in a number of different but complemen-

tary ways;

● there is a fine balance between effective and dysfunctional teams;

● technology is playing an increasingly important role in the life and functioning of teams.

Conclusions

The nature of teams is changing significantly because of changes in organisations and the

very nature of the work they do. Organisations are becoming more distributed across tra-

ditional geographical boundaries and across industries. What were once competitors are

now collaborators, what were once outsiders are now stakeholders, what were once stark

boundaries are now fuzzy fences. Organisations have now discovered the value of collabo-

rative work, both inside and outside. There is an increasing emphasis on knowledge

management and harvesting the learning from the experiences of people in the organisation.

Globalisation and technology are also having a profound effect on the ways in which

organisations structure themselves and their work. Technology has taken on an increasingly

significant role in the way we organise, structure and manage teams. It has the potential to

change the very nature of groups and teams as we understand them. Although technology

can assist groups in overcoming the constraints of space and time, it also demands that

groups learn and understand it, so that they may fruitfully appropriate its structures and

realise its intended benefits and undoubted shortcomings. How computer-facilitated interac-

tion will affect such critical group and team variables as pressure for uniformity, status and

power is as yet largely unknown.

Can all, or any, of the traditional models for group development still be applied? What will

become of team roles, group norms and cultural values? How do formal and informal groups

fit into virtual organisations and workplaces? The scope for further discussion, exploration

and research around this growing area is enormous, for it involves all that you have read up

to now about groups and teams.
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1 In November 2003 England won the Rugby Union World Cup beating Australia

20-17 in extra time. However, since this victory their team performance has been

poor. What has happened to the team and its leadership since winning the World

Cup? Investigate some of other potential reasons and issues for this dip in

performance.

2 An argument often put forward in support of teams is that they are ‘synergistic’ –

‘the whole is greater than the sum of their parts’. How true is this? How would

you interpret this view?

3 What do you see as the key emerging issues for work teams over the coming

decade? How can organisations and teams manage these issues?

4 What processes might the manager of a group of teleworkers introduce to

maintain a team spirit and ethos?

5 How might an organisation go about balancing the paradox of having both

compatibility and diversity in a team?

6 Think about the different groups and teams you are a member of… at home, in

work, at school or college.

Try to classify them into groups or teams. What needs does each one satisfy for

you? Try to apply a model of group development to each one. What stage of

development is each one at?

7 Assess the impact of technology as a key determinant of group behaviour and

performance. What action might be taken to help embellish the advantages and

reduce the disadvantages?

8 Belbin’s Team Roles Inventory is just a simple little descriptive test which is fun to

do but tells you little you didn’t already know. Discuss!

9 Within your own environment, describe which formal and informal groups and

teams you are a member of. Is it easy to decide between formal or informal? Is it

harder to decide whether they are a group or a team? Are some more difficult to

categorise than others? What are the norms for these different groups?

10 There are lots of firms of management consultants, training organisations and

human resource providers on the internet. A search under a topic such as

‘teamworking’ or ‘teambuilding’ will generate a good range. Search the internet

and investigate what these consultants and organisations are offering in the way

of teambuilding experiences and interventions.

● What is the range and what do you think is the effectiveness of the different

interventions and offerings?

● What models, theories and frameworks are these different interventions and

organisations operating from?

● Is it just about getting the team together for some fun . . . or is it more than that?

Questions
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Internet sites

General

www.emeraldinsight.com A useful general site which can be used to search for journal

articles and interviews with management commentators. They also have a ‘Journals of the

Week’ page, featuring free access to two different journals each week.

www.strategy-business.com A site which focuses around its own quarterly journal, with

articles, interviews etc.

www.managementfirst.com An up-to-date site with some limited access to selected, and

abbreviated, journal articles. Includes ‘specialist’ functional areas.

www.peoplemanagement.co.uk The site for the CIPD and its fortnightly magazine. The

current edition is available for perusal. There’s always something around groups and

teams.

Specific

www.belbin.com A chance to ‘make contact’ with the man himself, or at least his son!

www.employment-studies.co.uk/press/index.php

reviewing.co.uk/toolkit/teams-and-teamwork.htm This is a good site which carries a

comprehensive collection and review of teamwork links and sites.

www.teams.org.uk

www.teamwork.demon.co.uk An example of a typical consultancy and their ‘teamwork’

offerings.
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Organisational theory

Learning outcomes

On completion of this chapter you should be able to:

● understand the main developments in organisational theory;

● understand some contemporary insights in organisational theory;

● understand how organisational theory underpins both the principles and practices of

organising and of management;

● value organisational theory as a tool for understanding behaviour in organisations, for

diagnosing likely causes of organisational problems, and for working towards potential

solutions to those problems;

● recognise the close relationship between developments in organisational theory and

organisational behaviour;

● acknowledge some of the contemporary themes in organisational analysis and

acknowledge the dynamic nature of the subject.

Key concepts

● classical theory

● bureaucracy

● scientific management/Taylorism

● human relations

● contingency theory

● sociotechnical systems

● organisational/environmental behaviour

● enactment

● frames, perspective and paradigms

● organisations as machines, as cultures and as political entities

● learning organisation

5
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This is the first of five chapters which deal with behaviour at the level of the organisation. It

is vital to understand the origins of, and influences upon, Organisational Behaviour (OB):

with that aim in mind, the remainder of this book complements earlier chapters which dis-

cussed behaviour in organisations, by exploring the behaviour of organisations. In order to

appreciate why organisations, and people in them, behave as they do it is important to

explore the influences on them and the theoretical and empirical work conducted, largely in

the last one hundred years, in this regard. To enhance our understanding of modern organ-

isations it is essential to appreciate what has gone before, for this has a profound and

lasting influence on today’s organisations.

Introduction

This chapter opens by briefly exploring a number of macro or broad theoretical
approaches to the study of organisations before examining classical organisational
theory (see Chapter 6 for greater coverage of leadership and management theory).
You will appreciate that much of the theoretical work conducted in the first half of
the twentieth century in this field has a significant bearing on current thought and
practice in organisations. The text continues by exploring the main arguments of
the human relations school: work conducted, largely since the 1930s, which
enhances our understanding of organisations not as mechanical structures and
relationships but as human communities. This crucial underpinning will inform the
exploration of systems theory and contingency theory, both of which provide useful
explanatory frameworks and add rigour to our understanding of OB. The chapter
then briefly explores the behaviour of organisations in their environmental context,
before, finally, discussing some contemporary views of organisations and behaviour
by taking a look at organisations as if through a series of lenses or from a variety of
perspectives. This will give added insight and enable you to recognise that, to put it
simply, ‘what you see depends on how you look’. Figure 5.1 illustrates the content
of this chapter and, albeit rather simplistically, links the various contributions. The
theme of change is fully integrated within the chapter. We will then, again briefly,
examine some contemporary themes of organisational analysis which although not
covered in detail in this book may prove to be tomorrow’s mainstream OB.

A knowledge of organisational and managerial theory will improve your ability
to diagnose and resolve organisational problems. It will underpin and inform your
understanding of the rest of this book, of management and leadership, organis-
ational structure, change, politics and power and of organisational culture.

Macro-organisational theories

Let us explore some broad perspectives on organisation. Each is developed by a
series of academics and researchers as a way of studying and understanding organ-
isation. Perspectives include:

ORGB_C05.QXP  26/9/05  3:59 pm  Page 122



 

● The population-ecology model suggests that environmental factors select
organisational characteristics which best fit the environment in which they
operate. Organisational types, structures and so forth that survive are those
that enjoy the closest fit with the demands of their environment.
Organisations fill niches in their environment. The research of the school is
not concerned with individual organisations but rather with ‘populations’ of
organisations.

● The resource-dependence model suggests that organisations make decisions
mediated through their political context. Rather than being passive recipients
of environmental forces, organisations, particularly their management, will
mould their environment and make strategic decisions.

● The rational-contingency model suggests that through a combination of
rationality and contingency (recognition that there is not one best way)
organisations will deal with their environment. The model underplays the
political or non-rational decision-making process yet stresses the importance of
contingent factors.

● The transaction-cost model derives from the field of economics and attempts to
explain the existence of organisations in the private sector. It suggests that
individuals act in their own best interest, and by collecting into hierarchies to
conduct business they incur transaction cost but reduce uncertainty and
untrustworthiness by appropriate organisational monitoring and control.

Macro-organisational theories 123

Systems theory
(socio-technical systems)

Contingency
theory

Contemporary lenses

Bureaucracy,
classical school

and scientific
management

Technical-rational
approach

Social-human
approach

PowerMachines Brains Culture

Human relations
school

Figure 5.1 Organisation theory
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● The institutional model suggests that organisations exist alongside others in
the same field and take on many of the same characteristics as each other –
hence one university is very similar to another. These similarities are
encouraged by being subjected to similar environmental forces and networks
encouraging mimicry.

Technical-rational approach

Bureaucracy

Max Weber (1864–1920), a German philosopher and sociologist, introduced the
term ‘bureaucracy’ to organisation studies to capture the ideas that:

● people in organisations have their own well-defined tasks and responsibilities;

● organisations contain hierarchical reporting structures, which mean that most
employees report to another person and may have management responsibilities
for others;

● organisations develop their own rules and procedures for completing tasks;

● employees occupy positions in the organisational hierarchy on the basis of
merit as judged by others in the organisation;

● employees act in an impartial and unemotional manner, being motivated by a
sense of duty towards achieving organisational goals.

It is important to realise that the term ‘bureaucracy’ has taken on a negative
meaning in recent years, with organisations or processes seen as bureaucratic being
regarded as self-serving, slow and uncaring. This negative meaning was not part of
Weber’s ideas and should not be confused with his thinking. Weber held that organ-
isations were bureaucracies to different extents and that increasing bureaucracy
would lead to increasingly efficient operations.

With the growth of large organisations in the early twentieth century, bureau-
cratic forms of organisation increased. There was an increase in the specialisation of
jobs, and sophisticated rules and procedures for working were created. As we will see,
there are some disadvantages associated with bureaucracy: for example, employees
can be disaffected if they perceive rules and procedures to be unhelpful or unreason-
able, suppressing individual initiative and creativity. Primarily, when business
environments were thought to be more stable and predictable it was, arguably, far
more straightforward for top management to make good business decisions about
products and markets. Now that most organisations exist in intensely competitive
environments and many rely on complex technology, they are highly dependent on
supportive attitudes and behaviours from the workforce in order to be successful. Far
more than was the case previously, managers have to harness the particular knowl-
edge that employees have about customers, products and markets.

Thus, Weber’s writing on bureaucracy remains an influential element of organis-
ation theory but the idea that increasing bureaucracy leads to increasing
effectiveness is less fashionable. Indeed, current thinkers often argue that bureauc-
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racy should be reduced to give organisations the room to think and manoeuvre in
order to sustain high performance.
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Brazil

In the film Brazil, directed by Monty Python star Terry Gilliam, a science-fiction future is por-

trayed. This world is a global bureaucracy, and the story comically follows an individual’s

attempt to rectify an administrative error. As a result of his actions he becomes an enemy

of the state. It’s an entertaining film which illustrates many of the less attractive character-

istics of bureaucracy.

Illustration in film

The classical school

Contributions to organisational theory in the early twentieth century were domi-
nated by efforts to identify principles which, advocates suggested, would, if
followed, ensure success. The assumption was that these simple laws or principles
represented the single best way to manage and organise. Inspiration came from the
armed forces, which had organised large numbers of personnel, often in dynamic
and difficult situations. Even today considerable military language infiltrates
common organisational discourse: for example, groups of employees are often
referred to as ‘the troops’ and bureaucratic organisations have ‘lines of command’.
Organisational members who question approaches are often advised not to ‘put
their heads above the parapet’, and the conventional distinction between line and
staff remains in many traditional organisations. In addition to military discourse,
mechanistic analogies dominate. Organisations are often viewed as machines, hence
the belief that a ‘well-oiled machine’ is analogous to a sound, efficient operation.

Much of the early work on organisational theory comprised a distillation of
managerial experience, and most modern companies incorporate some of these
ideas. Classical organisational and management theorists suggested that the princi-
ples of management and of organisation were a non-contextual, technical issue.
That is, those principles could be applied to all organisations irrespective of size,
environment, nature of their outputs or of the technology utilised. Writers such as
Henri Fayol and Lyndall Urwick, Frederick Taylor, James Mooney and Mary Follett
suggested a ‘one best way’ to organise and to manage which is referred to as ‘struc-
tural universalism’. Their prime concern was to suggest efficient mechanisms of
control, of how to allocate tasks and to reward people and how to structure organ-
isations. Emphasis was placed on the existence of and the need for bureaucratic
structures and processes. These included transparent and narrow lines of command
or spans of control, which embodied clear hierarchical relationships, detailed job
descriptions and clear procedures.

Although the rather simple prescriptions of classical theorists still inform much
activity today, a number of largely environmental factors have been identified
which encourage the questioning of these injunctions, including:
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● recognition that context – that is, the size of the organisation, its
products/services, the level of technology employed, its cultural environment
and other factors – can influence both the most efficient and the most effective
way of organising and managing;

● recognition that the workforce has, arguably, become a more critical factor in
determining organisational success; the need to attract, retain and motivate a
skilled workforce is paramount in most organisations;

● the dynamism of the business environment and the complexity of the
marketplace and the global economy require organisations to be flexible and
innovative;

● it is widely believed that bureaucratic organisations, built on the principles of
the classical school, are ill equipped to embrace change and are more suited to
repetitive activities and known territory;

● changes in social expectations and the political and legal environment have
ensured that many of the excesses of the late nineteenth- and early twentieth-
century organisations have become unacceptable, unethical and/or illegal;

● recognition that, partly due to dynamism in the business environment,
organisations have increasingly sought people with leadership qualities as
opposed to mere mechanical management or administrative skills.

Scientific management

The emphasis on rationality, and lack of consideration for human aspects of organ-
isation, led to the application of scientific principles to work management. It can be
argued that scientific management constitutes a subset of the classical school: the
latter is mainly concerned with the wider organisation and its structure, whereas
the former focuses on job design. Scientific principles, it was suggested, should be
applied to work organisation in order to seek the ‘one best way’ of conducting any
job. The consequence would be significant efficiency gains, an increase in pro-
ductivity and, hence, in both wage rates and profitability and, arguably, a more
de-humanised workplace. The school’s most influential exponent was Frederick
Taylor (1856–1915), and other valuable contributions were made by Frank Gilbreth
(1868–1924) and Henry Gantt (1861–1919).

Frederick Taylor

Taylor argued that efficiency, standardisation and discipline would result from a
process of scientific management of work tasks. To be more precise, he suggested
that:

● a clear distinction should be made between planning a job, a management
role, and conducting the tasks, a worker’s role;

● a scientific selection process should identify the correct person to perform the
task;

● jobs should be standardised and simplified;
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● each worker should conduct a minimum of movements, preferably involving
just one set of actions;

● there was ‘one best way’ of organising any set of tasks to be performed and it
was management’s responsibility to conduct exhaustive measurements in order
to achieve this desired state.

Taylor argued that this would raise productivity (his consultancy work invariably
bore out this contention) and so give working people the higher wages they sought.
He suggested that increases in productivity should be accompanied by the introduc-
tion of piece-work, an incentive payment system which relates bonuses to level of output,
and hence worker satisfaction and motivation would be ensured. Unfortunately,
Taylor underestimated the strength of worker alienation and rejection of his philos-
ophy, as Mini-case 5.1 illustrates.

It is important to locate developments in scientific management in their his-
torical context. In the early twentieth century, management was a very imprecise
activity. Little systematic research had been conducted, and practices varied con-
siderably. Meanwhile, workers tended to believe that an increase in productivity on
their part would merely result in job losses. Understandably, they took advantage of
poor management controls to slow production. This was made possible as workers
themselves often designed or organised their own efforts and had little interest in
seeking efficiency.
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Taylor’s work in a steel plant – and

McDonald’s today

Taylor’s work at the Bethlehem Steel works in the USA,

involving the efforts of a pig iron handler called Schmidt

(an alias), is discussed in most OB and organisational

theory texts. Taylor sought to alter fundamentally the

way in which a simple task, the movement of iron, was

conducted. As a result of his detailed time-and-motion

observations and measurements, productivity in the

process was raised four times, that is, by 400 per cent.

In other words, only one-quarter of the workers would

be required to move the same quantity of iron; alterna-

tively, the company could move four times the quantity

of iron using the same number of workers (although not

necessarily the same individuals).

As a result of Taylor’s work at the steel works,

wages were increased by 60 per cent. The cost of

pig iron supplied to all manner of engineering

companies declined (Taylor, 1911). Nevertheless,

these ‘economic’ benefits were not often warmly

greeted and resulted in almost universal hostility,

from workers, management and the US government

(Taylor appeared before a House of Representatives

committee following investigations into a major strike

in 1912).

Taylor’s principles were first applied in Britain in

1905 and were criticised by the Iron and Steel

Federation. Similarly, in Germany in 1912 they were

greeted with considerable hostility, and in France

(Renault) they resulted in strike action and violent

protest. However, in the USSR, Lenin, shortly after

the Bolshevik revolution, established the League for

the Scientific Organisation of Work in 1918.

The reader might be forgiven for gaining the

impression that such practices are rare, socially

unacceptable and no longer considered viable in

economic terms. In some industries this is the case.

The contemporary need for multiskilling, for workers

to be encouraged to show initiative and for them to

take responsibility makes the strict application of

scientific principles difficult. However, many organis-

Mini-case 5.1: Experiments with scientific management
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Taylor’s thinking preceded the widespread adoption of mass production tech-

niques, possibly best demonstrated by the early (1920s) motor manufacturers;
notably by Henry Ford in the USA.
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ations thrive on scientific management principles and

organise accordingly. Perhaps the best examples lie

in catering (more specifically in fast food consumer

outlets in companies such as McDonald’s). In

McDonald’s outlets, staff have clear and narrowly

defined jobs which require limited training, are care-

fully designed to minimise unproductive movement

and scope for human error, and are not designed to

motivate the employees. There is little or no staff dis-

cretion allowed: for example, cooking times are

prescribed. The benefits to customers appear to be

a standard product, the same every time, delivered

rapidly and at a reasonable price and with consis-

tency of service.

Modern Times

As the film Modern Times, starring Charlie Chaplin, satirically portrays, workers performed

simple and highly repetitive mechanical tasks. They were no more than ‘cogs in the wheel’

of a ‘well-oiled machine’. Chaplin is seen tightening bolts on items placed on a fast-moving

conveyor belt. He’s bored stiff by the simple task and easily distracted. He brings great

humour to the scene but nevertheless the more depressing message is clear.

Illustration in film

It is also important to note that many modern organisations adopt similar prin-
ciples in order to maintain or increase productivity. This is particularly the case
when similar or identical outputs are required on a near-continuous process. Most
readers will be familiar with McDonald’s, where work processes embody many of
the characteristics identified by Taylor (refer to Mini-case 5.1). For example, clear
instructions are given concerning the exact duration for which fries should be
immersed in the hot fat or the time required to cook a burger. Very little, if any, dis-
cretion is given to employees.

Whereas Taylor’s work was revolutionary in its time, it is now largely taken for
granted. Increasingly, aspects of it have been rejected in favour of more ‘human’ or
social considerations, and the whole approach has proven less valuable in many
contemporary contexts. Nevertheless, the principles of division between managerial
and worker roles, of standardisation and specialisation, of division of labour and
efficiency, continue to remain as central precepts in many organisations.

Gilbreth and Gantt

It was not Taylor but Frank Gilbreth who first advocated the use of time and motion
methodologies. Like Taylor, he worked at reducing the extent and frequency of
‘unnecessary’ motions involved in completing a task. He conducted his early work
in the building industry. By reducing unnecessary motion, he argued, it would be
possible to reduce worker fatigue. It was fatigue, he suggested, that hampered efforts
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to increase productivity: hence he suggested reductions in the working day and
regular brief rest periods at work. By also seeking to influence the work environment
by altering lighting conditions, considering permitting music to be played, pro-
viding canteen facilities and even chairs for periods of rest, Gilbreth was the first
researcher seriously to consider that workers have complex needs.

It was Henry Gantt who introduced detailed instruction cards for workers to lead
them through, step by step, complex but repetitive tasks. ‘Desk instructions’ are still
to be found in many, particularly clerical, tasks today. He also developed new
payment systems, combining basic and bonus schemes. Furthermore he recognised
the ‘human’ element in work design considerations. For example, if an employee
failed to meet the necessary standard (usually by being unable to work at sufficient
speed) the foreman was required personally to demonstrate that the work could
realistically be done at the pace required.

A critique

There is little doubt that the work of Frederick Taylor and others influenced work
organisation practices in many organisations, first in the USA and later elsewhere. It
could be argued that their efforts stimulated changes which led to significant increases
in productivity, and facilitated mass production techniques and wage rises which
enabled mass consumption. This, in turn, stimulated rapid economic growth in North
America and Europe. It would be somewhat naive to argue that such a transformation
of the global economy was the result of Taylor’s work, but changes he stimulated
undoubtedly had some influence on these dramatic events. That said, it is important
to evaluate his scientific principles critically and note the drawbacks which have arisen.

Taylor suggested that his fundamental principles could, and should, be applied
to any organisation: a claim that they were of universal applicability. This remains
a hotly disputed contention. A whole host of intervening factors can and do influ-
ence ‘the one best way’ of managing and organising work. These are further
explored later in this chapter (see pp. 133–7). Practical and effective problems
encountered with Taylorism include:

● widespread, often violent, opposition from workers;

● significant resistance in the early twentieth century from management, who
saw his work as critical of their efforts, and from the US government, which
questioned the implications of his approach and its consequences for worker
morale and alienation;

● decline in worker morale, not least because of the highly boring and repetitive
nature of their work;

● decline in skill requirements for workers, reducing flexibility through lack of
multiskilling and enabling management to offer lower wages.

These problems arose due to:

● a failure to recognise the emotional and social needs of workers; they were
viewed, by Taylor in particular, as individual units of production, in much the
same way as a machine: workers are not machines;

Technical-rational approach 129

ORGB_C05.QXP  26/9/05  3:59 pm  Page 129



 

Chapter 5 • Organisational theory130

● the assumption that pay was a sufficiently powerful source of motivation to
elicit cooperation; although Taylor, rather like classical economists, assumed
that workers were rational economic thinkers, who would respond to financial
incentives, there are many other variables affecting motivation (see Chapter 3);

● the approach clearly represented an overt exercise of management control over
working people: it removed any decision making right from workers.

Subsequent research (see the discussion on human relations below) demonstrated
that the social needs of workers are significant and include the need to form
relationships, to experience meaningfulness or achievement at work, to have some
job satisfaction and task variation, and enjoy a sense of responsibility. These aspects
were largely ignored by scientific management theorists. Additionally, Taylor, in
particular, underplayed the significance of the work group and the breadth of capa-
bilities workers possess. His techniques aimed to reduce difference or individualism:
characteristics which, in many situations, are of value.

Socio-human approach

Human relations school

It is possible, although probably not entirely fair, to consider the work and prescrip-
tions of the classical school as characterising the ‘forces of dark’ and the human
relations school as the ‘forces of light’. This polarised view emphasises the radical
differences between the two schools. It suggests that human relations theorists
rejected the view of organisations as mechanistic, rational and impersonal entities
which embody strict lines of command and hierarchical positions, specialisation of
labour and rules and procedures to cover all activity, in favour of an emphasis on
people, involving a consideration of broader issues of motivation, autonomy, trust
and openness in managerial and organisational matters.

Chester Barnard (1938) proposed the first new theory of organisations, arguing
that they were cooperative social systems, as opposed to machine-like technical
structures. Hence, he noted the existence of the informal organisation, of natural,
as opposed to managerially instigated, groups in organisations, of complex infor-
mation flows, of authority from below: for example, the power to either under- or
over-achieve against targets. His work immediately preceded the publication of the
now-famous Hawthorne studies (Roethlisberger and Dickson, 1939).

Research was conducted at the Western Electric Company in the USA between
1924 and 1932. Its intent, as with most organisational and management research,
was to explore influences on levels of productivity with a view to improving, in true
classical style, worker output. However, the research achieved a number of signifi-
cant and unintended outcomes. The investigators altered certain ‘physical’
conditions among a control group of workers. Changes to the level of lighting were
expected to lead to increases or declines in productivity. However, they found that
on almost all occasions when lighting levels were changed productivity increased
(even when the light was believed to be insufficient to conduct the task accurately
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and speedily). Further experiments involved planned changes to hours of work and
rest and to other interventions, such as refreshments and consultation with super-
visors. Again, invariably, productivity increased as a result of any form of
intervention.

The research suggested that:

● it was the attention that the control group of workers received which
contributed to productivity improvements;

● more complex human needs were involved than had been considered
previously by classical theorists;

● workers in groups were able to influence the level of their output and exerted
social pressures, via informal group mechanisms, to control that output;

● workers did not necessarily seek to maximise production in order to receive
enhanced bonuses – social pressures on individuals were often stronger than
managerial concerns for enhanced work rates.

These experiments, although methodologically imperfect, generated new
insights into motivation, group work, leadership/management and the informal
organisation which have, subsequently, inspired considerable research and the blos-
soming of a significant branch of social study. It should be noted, however, that the
human relations approach does not represent a ‘getting soft’ orientation. The
school sought to discover ways of improving output or productivity and, ultimately,
profitability. However, the approach moves away from the overt managerial per-
spective, adopted by the classical school, to consideration of the vital importance
of human/social activity as a determinant of productivity and organisational well-
being. It became increasingly recognised that people have a complex set of needs
and that they seek to satisfy many of these needs in the workplace.

The work of this school has been continued by many researchers, including some
referred to in Chapter 3, for example Herzberg, who stressed the importance of
intrinsic needs in the motivation equation, and McClelland, who argued that style
of management reflects an individual’s attitude to his subordinates. McGregor
(1960), whose Theory X/Theory Y is now renowned in this regard, is discussed in
Chapter 6.

Systems theory

The systems approach to the study of organisations combines the often contrasting
positions and considerations of the classical and human relations schools and
embraces both the technical and social aspects of organisation. It also recognises
the presence of contingent environmental factors which, even though they may lie
outside the organisational boundaries, nevertheless influence organisational
activity. Attention is focused on the whole organisation, the relationships between
its technical, mechanical or structural parameters and its behavioural, social or
human elements, and its relationship with the business environment. It is, there-
fore, appropriate at this stage to discuss this contribution to organisational theory.
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An organisation is considered to be an open system: open, suggesting that it inter-
acts with other, broader, systems outside the organisation (see Figure 5.2). These external
systems are part of the organisational environment. When viewed as a system, the
organisation is an integrated and complex web of relationships between structures,
technology, employees and all manner of technical and social processes.

Research conducted at the Tavistock Institute of Human Relations in the UK
suggested that the interaction between coal-miners and the technology they used
was a critical factor in determining productivity. ‘Improvements’ in technology did
not always lead to productivity gains as they altered the delicate psychological and
sociological conditions. Old ways of working were changed by technological
advance, resulting in damage to the social fabric of the work team and consequent,
lower than expected, productivity. The relationship between the technical and
social aspects of organisations was highlighted by this research. Table 5.1 illustrates
some of the two sets of components.

The challenge or design problem presented by the range of social and technolog-
ical subsystems is to create the most appropriate ‘fit’ between them and continually
to modify that to accommodate organisational change. The modern study of
ergonomics embraces aspects of this approach. In reality, of course, suboptimisation
(i.e., less than ‘best’, or what March and Simon (1958) refer to as ‘satisficing’), is
bound to occur as people:
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Figure 5.2 An open organisational system

Source: Mullins, L. J. (2002). Management and Organisational Behaviour, 6th edn, Financial Times Prentice Hall, p. 115. Reprinted 

with permission.
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Table 5.1 Illustration of technical and social subsystems

Technical subsystems Social subsystems

Physical location Social needs

Stages in operational process Psychological needs

Use of materials Human relationships

Technical equipment Formal/informal communications

Maintenance Skills and learning

Logistics/material flows Meaningfulness of work

● have to act on incomplete information;

● can explore only a limited number of alternatives relating to any managerial or
organisational decision; and

● are unable to attach accurate values to inputs or outcomes of a variety of
processes or decisions.

More recently Kast and Rosenzweig (1985) have developed this approach and
suggested that the organisation can be usefully divided into five subsystems com-
prising the technical, psychological, structural, managerial and goals/values aspects
of organisation. Hersey and Blanchard (1993) have further developed this work,
suggesting the existence of just four, interrelated, subsystems:

● the human or social;

● the administrative and structure;

● the informational and decision making; and

● the economic and technological.

The value of this approach has, perhaps understandably, been questioned by many
organisational theorists, who argue that it gives very little practical insight into
organisational activity. However, Hirschhorn (1984) suggested that, because of the
changing nature of manufacturing, involving semi-autonomous groups and greater
delegation of decision making and problem solving, work based on sociotechnical
principles warrants careful consideration. Of particular significance is the finding of
the Tavistock studies which suggested that work in groups is more meaningful for
its participants and that technology need not, if applied appropriately, unduly
influence this form of work organisation. It is not therefore surprising that many
recent changes in organisational structures place emphasis on the team or group as
one of the best ways of managing difficult problem-solving tasks and coping with
the needs for organisational flexibility and change.

Contingency theory

The work of theorists from the classical school in particular, and to an extent the
human relations school, offered all-embracing, ‘one best way’ prescriptions on how
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best to organise and to manage. These panaceas were proposed to be universally
applicable.

Research conducted from the early 1960s questioned many of these organis-
ational prescriptions. For example, Woodward (1965) found that the level and type
of technology, being central to the organisation’s activity, influenced the structure
of the unit. Similarly, others provided empirical evidence to suggest that organis-
ational size, the nature of its output and, more significantly, the characteristics of
the business environment in which it operated (e.g. the nature of competition) had
a significant, measurable effect on the organisational structure, work organisation
or job design, and upon management. The plethora of research in the 1960s, and
since, on many aspects of organisational activity largely rejected the ‘one best way’
philosophy, arguing instead that organisations in many ways reflect the situation in
which they find themselves and the strategy they pursue, and that there is a great
variety of ways of organising and managing, with each potentially leading to organ-
isational success (or indeed failure). In other words, organisational structure, job
design, management practices and most other aspects of organisations are
dependent or contingent on a variety of internal and external tangible and non-
tangible variables (see Figure 5.3). Implicit is the understanding that organisations
are social communities, and hence organisational behaviour can be considered as
both a response to and a determinant of many of the complex variables which make
up organisations and their environments. As the word ‘behaviour’ implies, the
human element in organisational activity is emphasised and recognised by contin-
gency theorists as a vital influencing factor on organisations, and one that was
largely ignored by earlier classical management theorists.
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Figure 5.3 Contingency factors: the organisational context
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We will now briefly explore three key factors, alluded to above, which have been
found to influence organisational structure and activities.

Contingent factor: the business environment

A study of electronics companies in the United Kingdom by Burns and Stalker
(1961) attempted to establish why some companies were able to cope with changes
in their environment, specifically dynamism in their product markets, whereas
others were inept in this regard. They argued that successful innovators had devel-
oped an ‘organic’ structure whereas those with ‘mechanistic’ structures were less
able to adapt. Lawrence and Lorsch (1967) found a similar relationship between the
business environment and the internal structure of firms in the United States.
Where they differed from earlier researchers was that they did not believe that
organisations or their environments were uniform or unchanging. They postulated
that the more turbulent and complex the environment, the greater the degree of
difference between sub-parts of the organisation. Hence they argued that successful
companies were those that developed appropriate degrees of differentiation
between specialist departments while simultaneously promoting integration calling
on common goals.

In environments that are certain and stable, organisations will tend to develop a
form and structure which is most efficient in relation to that environment, prob-
ably one with a high degree of managerial control and mechanistic structures and
systems. If an organisation’s environment is uncertain and complex, managers
design structures with greater flexibility. However, perception may play a part in
this process: that is, managers in organisations which have an organic structure
may perceive the environment as being dynamic and uncertain whereas those in
more mechanistic structures may perceive their environment as being more certain;
the reality may be quite different. Nevertheless, many firms have failed because
managers ‘perceived’ their environments as being stable and certain when in fact
they harboured destructive dynamic forces.

Contingent factor: technology

Woodward’s contention was that companies which design their organisational
structure to fit the type of production technology they employ are likely to be suc-
cessful (Woodward, 1965). She found clear variations in organisational structure
between companies and argued that much of the variation was linked to differences
in manufacturing techniques. For example, structures differed between organis-
ations engaged in specialised or small batch production and those adopting mass
production techniques and technologies. She noted, particularly, that certain
factors varied considerably according to the production techniques adopted (see
Chapter 7 for further details). These included:

● typical spans of control;

● levels in the hierarchy;

● the ratio of managers to other personnel and of the total salary bill to total costs.
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In other words, and in contrast to the generalisations made by classical manage-
ment exponents, considerable variability in structure and management activity
occurred between organisations, although this appeared to have little significant or
discernible influence on commercial success.

Perhaps not surprisingly, Perrow (1970) found that in organisations where
routine technology predominates (i.e., there is considerable repetition of tasks and
problem solving and flexibility is less in demand) there tends to be little require-
ment for decision making at the lower levels of the organisation. Middle managers
are powerful and the organisations are characterised by careful planning and little
cooperation between groups/departments. Bureaucratic principles dominate and
the structure is mechanistic. Conversely, in non-routine environments, there is a
high level of discretion at lower levels, greater feedback and dialogue between
groups and levels in the hierarchy and significant interdependence between groups.
This model approximates to the organic structure outlined above.

Contingent factor: organisational size

The Aston studies (empirical research conducted in the University of Aston largely
in the 1960s–70s by, among others, D. S. Pugh, J. Child, D. J. Hickson, C. R. Hinings
and C. Turner) suggested that organisational size has important implications for
organisational design. Despite the fact that organisational size is often problematic
to determine and that its influence is difficult to distinguish from the effects of
other variables, the Aston studies and the work of Porter et al. (1975) and Child
(1988) found that:

● size of organisational unit was negatively correlated with job satisfaction, staff
turnover and absenteeism from work;

● larger organisations are more likely to be standardised by rules and procedures;

● internal communications and coordination are more difficult in larger
organisations and are addressed via structural and procedural mechanisms, that
is, line managers have a responsibility to communicate with employees and
follow accepted procedures when doing so;

● the relationship between organisational size and productivity was unclear and
variable;

● increased organisational size is associated with increased bureaucracy.

Contingency: criticisms and conclusions

There has been some criticism of the contingency approach. First, although exten-
sive research has been conducted which is clearly of theoretical and academic value,
the outcome of the work is more difficult to apply to the workplace. By its very
nature, it is not significantly prescriptive: the answer to the question ‘How should
we organise?’ is, ‘It depends’! It depends on a whole host of only partly understood
internal and external variables. It is no wonder that the simple, although highly
questionable, panaceas offered by the classical theorists had, and to an extent still
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have, considerable appeal among some managers. Many of the best-selling manage-
ment books of recent decades tend to offer ‘one best way’, simplistic prescriptions.

Second, contingency theory can only ever give a partial picture. There are so many
variables and combinations of factors which influence organisational activity and
company success, and the environment is complex and dynamic, that complete
knowledge is unobtainable. Third, the contingency theorists underplay the signifi-
cance of intensely ‘human’ aspects of organisation, such as power, the role of
multiple stakeholders and organisational culture. Finally, it should be remembered
that organisations and their environments are in constant flux. Change is often rapid
and discontinuous. The factors influencing the ‘correct fit’ between structure and
environment, for example, at one time may become less relevant at another time.

With the rejection of ‘the best way’ of organising, the crucial task of manage-
ment, and hence the concern of academics and researchers, is to find an
appropriate, satisficing ‘fit’ between the human, task and business environment.
Emphasis has subsequently been placed on establishing which variable or variables
most influence organisational structure and other organisational variables. The
deterministic position suggests that certain key variables will have a significant and
measurable influence on organisational structure, job design, the degree of special-
isation or standardisation and so forth. However, an alternative position suggests
that these organisational variables are themselves strongly and decisively influ-
enced by strategic choice: they are the product of the political power of key
stakeholder groups, such as senior management. Others argue that a collective
social concept, organisational culture, explains much of the variability found in
organisations. Chapter 8 explores this position and the interplay of power and poli-
tics within organisations. Clearly, the complex interplay between tangible and
non-tangible aspects of organisation and environment provides rich veins for aca-
demic and managerial exploration in search of the, or a, ‘truth’ or, perhaps more
realistically, greater insight into organisations and their behaviour.

Contemporary lenses

As illustrated above, organisational theory has moved on from an idea of the organ-
isation as a rational decision-making entity. Chapter 8, which discusses power,
politics and conflict, indicates that organisations embrace pluralist interests and are
perhaps better considered as non-rational. The following section further explores
the non-rational view of organisations.

Frames or perspectives

Possibly one of the most significant developments in organisational theory in
recent years is the recognition that organisations can be many things at the same
time, depending on the perspective with which we view them. This approach builds
on the extensive work conducted in the field of organisational culture (Chapter 9),
organisational politics (Chapter 8), organisational learning (see below, p. 140) and
other theoretical developments in OB.
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Morgan (1996) suggests a series of metaphors which shape our understanding of
organisations. These reflect ‘a way of thinking and a way of seeing that pervade how
we understand our world generally’ (Morgan, 1996: 4). Metaphors, or perspectives
with which we view or ‘see’ organisations, are crucial for understanding, managing
and designing organisations. For example, when managers think of organisations as
machines, ‘they tend to manage and design them as machines’ (Morgan, 1986: 13).
As a consequence, thinking in metaphorical terms can influence the organisational
structure, systems and ways of organising. For example, the mechanical way of
thinking, common to many Western organisations, is so engrained in everyday per-
ception that it proves difficult to organise in any other way. In a sense, we are
conditioned into believing that ‘our’ reality is the only reality.

An alternative perspective or frame with which to analyse organisations is as an
‘organism’. Considerable literature is devoted to the study of organisations being
categorised into types or ‘species’, which have ‘evolved’ via interaction with their
environment. This perspective enables us to analyse how organisations are ‘born’,
how they ‘develop’, ‘decline’ and ‘die’, and has led to the development of many
‘life-cycle’ models. Another popular perspective, the ‘structural’ frame, is particularly
commonplace in Western organisations. So pervasive is this that, as we shall see, it
even influences the study of organisational culture. When the structural perspective
is adopted, organisational problems are thought to be attributable to deficiencies in
structure and, consequently, change initiatives often focus on structural issues, the
popular belief being that, if you get the structure right, all else will fall into place.
The ‘political’ perspective is also a commonly used diagnostic and analytical tool.
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The Truman Show

In the 1998 film The Truman Show, a television producer and director created a ‘real’ world

for an individual (Truman Burbank, played by Jim Carrey) and determined that man’s reality.

Truman’s life was filmed, without him being aware, and was shown on television across the

world as ‘real-life’ soap. His life was, for most of us, a very unreal existence but for Truman,

who knew nothing else, it was the only world – it was normal. He saw only that world –

people were always very friendly and warm to him, there were no pressures at work, no

crime, and he was surrounded by beauty and tranquility. The film became exciting and

meaningful as he increasingly began to question that reality. A message from this film is that

it is all too easy to settle for our known world, to live with its simple and unquestioned reality,

but this restricts our learning, understanding and wisdom.

Illustration in film

It is argued by proponents of this school of thought that patterns of power and
control fundamentally influence organisational activity and ways of organising.
There are very many perspectives or paradigms which can be adopted when man-
aging, analysing or researching organisational form and activity. If used as a
problem-recognition and problem-solving tool each perspective might identify dif-
ferent problems and generate alternative solutions. Figure 5.4 indicates just some of
the alternative perspectives or ways of seeing organisations.
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The cultural perspective

The cultural or symbolic metaphor is one very powerful way of viewing organis-
ations. The organisation can be viewed as a culture, in which case even the more
mechanical characteristics, such as the structure, rules, policies and systems, can be
considered to be products of the culture, or cultural artefacts, which help shape the
ongoing reality for people in an organisation. Adopting this perspective ensures
that every aspect of organisation is rich in symbolic meaning so that the familiar
appears in a new light. Meetings, other routines and ceremonies, such as selection
and promotion boards, become rituals which serve an important cultural purpose.
Morgan (1986, 1996) identifies the strengths of the cultural metaphor. It directs
attention to the symbolic significance of even the most rational aspects of organis-
ational activity and focuses attention on the human side of organisation.
Additionally, culture focuses on shared systems of meaning and hence provides a
new focus for the creation of ‘organised’ action. Hence, if the symbolic elements of
organisations can be influenced, such as language, norms, rituals and other prac-
tices which communicate key values and beliefs, managing, or at least influencing,
culture may become possible. Culture also influences the way organisational
members interpret the nature of their business environment, as knowledge of the
relationship between the organisation and its environment is an extension of the
organisational culture; the environment is viewed through ‘cultural lenses’. For
example, firms in an industry often develop a language for making sense of their
market: they might argue that it is a ‘dog eat dog’ culture, or suggest that ‘he who
dares wins’. This language tells us something about the culture of the organisation,
not merely about the competitive environment in which it operates.

Weick (1979) and Morgan (1986) argue that organisations ‘enact’ the realities
with which they have to deal. For example, a competitive ethos within firms is
likely to produce a competitive business environment. That is, if all or many firms
in a business sector believe that they operate in a highly competitive arena, their
subsequent action might ensure that competition is rife; they might engage in com-
petitive pricing, special offers, improvements to delivery times and so forth. This
has important implications for the analysis of organisational strategy, as strategy
itself derives from organisational culture and is influenced by its enacted business
environment. Finally, the cultural perspective sheds invaluable light on the process
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and success, or otherwise, of organisational change. It can be argued that effective
organisational change must imply cultural change. This issue is developed further
in Chapter 9.

Metaphors have been used to characterise how the culture of an organisation
serves as an integrating force. These often portray a graphic, subjective and mean-
ingful interpretation of the concept of organisation. For example, culture can be
viewed as an intangible ‘social glue’ or ‘normative glue’ that binds and holds every-
thing together (Morgan, 1989). Culture and organisation can be viewed as an
‘iceberg’, a metaphor which suggests that what you see on the surface masks a much
deeper, mystical and powerful reality. The warning to change agents, that is, those
whose prime role is to manage and encourage change in an organisation, implied by this
metaphor, is clear: it may be possible to change surface appearances but to have
lasting impact the deeper reality needs to be addressed.

Organisation as a brain: the learning organisation

From the perspective or paradigm of the learning organisation we can analyse
organisations as systems of complex information, communication, decision making
and learning. Considerable work in Management Information Systems (MIS),
Operations Research (OR) and Management Decision Systems (MDS) has attempted
to develop decision-making tools and data management principles and practices in
some ways reminiscent of the human brain. The resultant complex systems of data
management, in the fields of logistics, production, finance and marketing, and the
implementation of teams that can ‘think’ for the rest of the organisation and
control activities are reminiscent of a centralised brain that regulates activity
(Morgan, 1996).

An area of particular interest to modern organisational behaviour is the learning
capability of an organisation (as opposed to the learning capability and capacity of
a series of individuals within an organisation). A contemporary question inviting
considerable debate and interest is whether organisations can learn. If they can, it
is argued, they are better able to embrace organisational change because they can
learn to manage and cope with circumstances which have not previously been
experienced.

Argyris and Schon (1974, 1978) suggest that most organisations (and individuals)
engage in, and are proficient at, single-loop learning: that is, learning within accepted
limits where an organisation is able to scan its environment, set objectives and monitor its
performance to keep it on course, usually resulting in ‘same again’, single-frame solutions.
In bureaucracies, for example, the fundamental organising principles, based on
precedent, rules, procedures and regulations, often obstruct the learning of different
ways of working, organising or managing. The same, or similar solutions are gener-
ated as a response to perceived organisational problems, with the result that the
organisation is locked into single-loop learning and defensive routines. Double-loop
learning can only occur when organisations and individuals reflect on practice, chal-
lenge accepted practices and norms, recognise that solutions do not lie in previous
experiences, and allow alternatives to emerge. For these actions to occur requires an
organisation to be able to break free from the paradigm into which it is locked.

Chapter 5 • Organisational theory140

ORGB_C05.QXP  26/9/05  3:59 pm  Page 140



 

Organisational analysis: contemporary themes

Many academics, largely from the fields of business, management, sociology, psy-
chology and philosophy, undertake research about human activity in organisations.
They are concerned with finding explanations for all manner of human behaviours
and activities. For example, a more recent theme of some of this work explores how
people exhibit, use and abuse emotions in organisations. Other academics have
focused on time and the different interpretations made of it in an organisational
setting. Knowledge management and inter-organisational networks are two of the
more popular contemporary concerns.

Academics have for some time now explored values, beliefs, stories, myths and
other symbols in organisations. Knowledge of these helps us to appreciate the com-
plexity of human interaction in an organisational setting and to reject the
simplistic and rational philosophies that dominated Western organisational theory
for so long. We will briefly explore just two ‘contemporary’ themes: emotions and
time.

Emotion in organisations

Pleasure, sadness, anger, jealousy, guilt and love are experienced and displayed in
organisational as well as in everyday life. Deeply rooted in Western culture is the
belief that organisational order and efficiency is a matter of rational, non-emotional
activity. In other words, it is often considered that messy feelings interfere with
orderly, efficient decision making and activity. For many decades now researchers
have questioned these beliefs and more recently have discussed the role played by
emotion in organisations.

Hence, research has examined the way that people bring the influences of
their childhood into their interpersonal encounters at work (refer to Hirschhorn,
1984; Schwartz, 1987). Fineman (1993) has investigated the psychology of emo-
tions in organisations. Mumby and Putnam (1992) suggested ‘bounded
emotionality’ and, together with Simon (1989), have recognised that decision
making is likely to be influenced by both ‘rational’ considerations and emo-
tions. Abramis (1988) considers joy, excitement, humour and play in the
workplace. It has also been shown that an understanding of our own and others’
emotions in the workplace can influence how we communicate and motivate
people.

Emotions at work can be exploited to further organisational objectives. In mar-
keting and advertising emotional appeals often play a part. In all manner of care
work, such as nursing, emotions, whether surpressed or not, are important. In
Chapters 8 and 9 we explore organisational culture and politics, recognising that
there is an emotional dimension to these two concepts.

Time and organisations

Time has always been important in organisations but has been stressed more
recently as it is seen as vital in influencing organisational competitiveness. Our
understanding and use of time in the workplace is profound. Let us briefly look at
just three uses of time-based language and thinking:
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● Time can regulate and fundamentally control our daily lives: when we start
and finish work and how we are evaluated in the workplace. Productivity, for
example, is a measure of how much we achieve in a given time. Time
(temporal) flexibility is often stressed as a source of competitive advantage and
is a source of ongoing tension between employers and employees in
organisations (e.g. length of working day, shiftwork arrangement, notice
periods)

● Organisations also think of time in terms of short-term and long-term
positions. A company might use some existing knowledge to gain short-term
competitive advantage while another firm may seek to develop new knowledge
in order to gain long-term competitive advantage – these two hypothetical
companies will differ in very many ways.

● Some researchers and managers think of life-cycles for companies and for
products. Hence, companies are thought to go through a series of stages, rather
like people themselves, before they eventually decline, while products also
eventually reach maturity and eventually ‘die’.

What is more, change management, an important theme in organisations and in
this book, implies difference (change) over time. In change management we con-
sider terms like revolution, evolution, incrementalism or quantum changes, all of
which require us to understand the passing of time. Management thinking suggests
concepts of the past and future are important: that is, we look at where we have
come from and plan where we hope to go. Organisational reality, however, often
stresses the present, the crises and responsibilities that we face and which preoc-
cupy us in the present.
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Organisational theory has a fundamental impact on organisational activity. It can inform our under-

standing of how organisations are structured and managed, grow, change and decline, and even help

us to understand what organisations actually are. The managerial implications that arise from gaining

some knowledge and understanding of this theoretical base are significant and include the following.

1 A recognition that most attempts to develop theories about organisations are aimed at improving our

understanding of organisations and of how they operate, thrive or survive. This pursuit for under-

standing will continue, but that is not the same as believing that ‘old’ theory is of little value. On the

contrary, classical organisational theory continues to play a crucial role in influencing organisational

design and the behaviours and attitudes of individuals and groups.

2 Managers need to recognise that their ‘taken for granted’ assumptions about how to organise and

manage are profoundly influenced by classical theory and traditional practice.

3 The principles outlined by Taylor and others have transformed organisational and socioeconomic

conditions in the twentieth century. These principles are still applied, and will continue to be applied

in many, if not most organisations. Managers might examine the benefits of managing scientifically

Managerial implications
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and consider, in the light of the human relations approach, the human implications of the way we

organise and manage.

4 Managers might benefit from an understanding that organisations are complex sociotechnical

systems and that there exists a complex interrelationship between all human and technical aspects

of organisation. This knowledge, together with the development of skills to manage such interrela-

tionships, might enable managers to cope with and manage successful organisational change. It

should enable managers to better assess the likely impact of their activities on colleagues.

5 Organisational behaviour is not confined to traditional organisational boundaries. Managers need to

be aware that the environment in which they, as individuals, and their organisation operate is likely to

be subjectively defined and, in part at least, enacted. The testing of assumptions about the internal

and external environment may yield positive results.

6 Recognition that ‘what we look for we tend to find’ or ‘when we wear certain lenses we will only “see”

specific things’ might enable managers to experiment with alternative ‘lenses’ or ways of seeing in

order to improve their insight into organisational activity. In turn, that improved insight can inform

action and enable managers to cope with and manage conflict, communications and change more

effectively.

Summary of main points

This chapter has examined many of the prime developments in organisational theory in the

twentieth century. The main points are:

● classical theorists aimed to design organisations and develop management principles

which were universally applicable, and based on rational, ordered technical arrange-

ments;

● scientific management, a subset of the classical school, focused on job design and work

organisation: the human or social element of the work was largely overlooked;

● the classical and scientific traditions remain influential, particularly in Western organis-

ations, although many fundamental criticisms can be levelled at these principles;

● situational or contingent factors were shown to influence organisational and management

activity, with the result that the search for a ‘one best way’ approach was considered

hackneyed and inappropriate;

● organisational size, levels and types of technology, the business environment and all

manner of internal social aspects act as contingent factors and, consequently, affect

organisational activity;

● organisations can be viewed as open systems which embrace complex interrelationships

between technical and social subsystems;

● organisations can be viewed through different ‘lenses’, for example as cultures, brains or

machines. Whichever perspective or paradigm is employed will fundamentally influence

our reading of organisational practice.
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Conclusions

Probably the most significant lesson to be learned from the study of organisational theory is

the recognition that our understanding of organisations today, as individuals or collectively,

is strongly influenced by historical context, by past and current organisational practice and

by the writings of a relatively small number of key researchers in the field. As suggested

above by Morgan (1996), when, as is often the case, we are locked into a particular way of

seeing and thinking (a paradigm) it is difficult to imagine or devise feasible alternatives to

what we take for granted. The early classical theorists did not so much ignore or rule out the

possibility that social factors might influence productivity and ways of organising; as early

researchers they were largely unaware of the significance of these factors. The frames of ref-

erence into which they were ‘locked’ prevented them from ‘seeing’. Similarly, if we consider

the social needs of people in the workplace, in isolation from technical, structural, managerial

or environmental matters, then we may become locked in an equally unsatisfying paradigm.

The final section of this chapter raises our awareness of the value of ‘paradigm-hopping’, a

skill which can be well worth exploring, while reminding us that there are very many ways of

seeing organisations and that each will give us a quite different view of how and why people

behave as they are believed to do.

1 What are the important differences between the Classical School of Management

(including Taylorism) and the Human Relations School? Why are these important

for how we work and manage in organisations?

2 How would you organise the preparation of food and service within a fast food

outlet? In what ways do these practices reflect Frederick Taylor’s approach?

3 How is a manager’s work influenced by how he or she ‘sees’ the organisation?

For example, if they view it as needing to be a ‘well-oiled machine’ how would

they manage? If they saw their organisation as a complex culture how would they

manage?

Questions
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Management and leadership

Learning outcomes

On completion of this chapter you should be able to:

● know the difference between leadership and management;

● understand the prime developments in management theory, including the work of

Taylor, Fayol and Mintzberg;

● know and understand the main developments in leadership theories encompassed by

the trait, behavioural and situational schools;

● appreciate different perspectives on, or approaches to, leadership and management;

● recognise that individuals may operate in limited frames of reference which set limits to

their leadership and management capability;

● understand that leadership may be best viewed as a pluralistic concept involving many

capabilities which might be shared between a number of leaders;

● understand and analyse the activities of some leaders who have successfully managed

change.

Key concepts

● management

● leadership

● traits

● leadership behaviour

● leadership style

● leadership and diversity

● situational theory

● contingency theory

● path–goal theory

● intrapreneurship and entrepreneurship

● leadership frames

● pluralistic leadership

● transactional and transformational leadership

● leadership, conflict, communications, diversity and change

6
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A vital and, some argue, increasingly dominant aspect of organisation is the role of manage-

ment and leadership. Research and academic and practitioner interest in management and

in leadership has blossomed in recent decades. As interest in and concern about organis-

ational change, globalisation and diversity have grown, the role of leadership has been

emphasised. Similarly, the definition of management and management competencies and

the concept of managerialism have stimulated considerable debate in political, academic

and organisational spheres.

Introduction

This chapter follows on conceptually from Chapter 5, which examines organis-
ational theory. That theoretical base sheds light on the nature and practice of
management and leadership, with the result that it is now appropriate to explore
the development of management theory, from the early works of Frederick Taylor
to contemporary understandings offered by Henry Mintzberg and others. The
chapter explores the difference between leadership and management before going
on to examine the development of leadership theory. This body of knowledge has
evolved separately from management theory, although many leadership theories
appear as relevant to managers and management as they do to leaders and leader-
ship. In keeping with the overall objectives of this book, this chapter also looks at
some contemporary issues and provides two fresh insights into leadership, that is,
re-framing and pluralism. It concludes by building on the theme of change, exam-
ining both theoretical and case study material, diversity, communication and
conflict.

From Taylor to Mintzberg

This section examines four writers who consider the functions performed by man-
agement, enabling us to define management and explore how thinking has
changed through time.

Frederick Taylor

As discussed in Chapter 5, Taylor’s work in the early twentieth century focused on
the management of the work task. His emphasis on rationality led to the appli-
cation of scientific principles to work management in order to establish the most
efficient way of working. He argued that efficiency, standardisation and discipline
would result from a process of scientific management of work tasks. Taylor
suggested that it was a prime managerial function to undertake such analysis.

It is important to locate developments in scientific management in their his-
torical context. In the early twentieth century, management was a little researched
and very imprecise activity. (Many would argue that little has changed in this
regard!) Taylor’s work largely preceded the widespread adoption of mass production
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techniques. Little systematic research had been conducted and practices varied con-
siderably. Workers tended to believe that an increase in productivity on their part
would merely result in job losses. Understandably, they took advantage of poor
management controls to slow production. They were able to do so as workers them-
selves often designed or organised their own efforts and had little interest in seeking
efficiency.

Many modern organisations still adopt Taylor-like principles in order to maintain
or increase productivity. This is particularly the case when similar or identical
outputs are required on a near-continuous process. Whereas Taylor’s work was novel
in its time, it is now largely taken for granted. Increasingly, aspects of it have been
rejected in favour of more ‘human’ or social considerations, and the whole approach
has proven less valuable in many modern contexts. Nevertheless, the principles of
division between managerial and worker roles, of standardisation and specialisation,
of division of labour and efficiency, remain central in many organisations.

Henri Fayol

Although Henri Fayol did not invent the concept of management, he did distin-
guish it from other organisational activity and outlined, in some detail, what he
considered to be the prime functions of a manager. His is a normative and prescrip-
tive model: it indicates how managers should conduct their activity in order to
achieve efficiency. Some readers may be familiar with Fayol’s suggested functions of
management: they are frequently referred to in numerous definitions of manage-
ment. Fayol suggested that managers have an obligation to:

● plan and forecast – prepare a series of actions to enable the organisation to meet
its objectives in the future;

● organise – to fulfil the administrative principles embraced by Fayol;

● coordinate – to ensure that resources, actions and outputs are coordinated to
achieve desired outcomes;

● command – to give direction to employees;

● control – ensuring that activities are in accordance with the plan, that orders are
followed and principles of management applied.

He also established 14 principles of management, many of which still profoundly
influence and significantly reflect the way many ‘modern’ organisations are
managed. This could be considered to be seminal work, an important influence on
management theory, and, consequently, is worthy of some consideration here.
Table 6.1 lists these principles and attempts to divide them between those which
primarily relate to organisational structure and those concerning broader manage-
ment functions (see also Chapter 7).

Although many of these principles were commonplace in organisations before
Fayol’s work, it was not until 1949 that they were set out in this systematic manner.
Some of the principles have been challenged by modern developments in organis-
ations. For example, the principle of unity of command, where each person has one
superior to whom they report, although still the norm, is contravened in many
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matrix or project based organisations. Additionally, the rather rigid principles do
not sit well with contemporary developments, such as teamworking, flatter hierar-
chies, professional control and flexible working.

Peter Drucker

Two more recent writers, Peter Drucker and Henry Mintzberg, have attempted to
describe and comment upon what managers do. This functional approach has a
long tradition in management writing. Whereas Drucker gives a prescriptive
analysis of the managerial role, rather in the manner of Taylor and Fayol, Mintzberg
seeks empirically to comment upon the reality of managers’ roles.

Drucker (1977) identifies three broad tasks:

● satisfying the goals or mission of the organisation;

● enabling the worker to achieve and focus on productivity;

● managing social responsibilities.

In order to fulfil these fundamental roles, Drucker suggests, managers are
required to: set objectives; organise; motivate and communicate; measure and
develop people. The prime difference between this later work, and that conducted
previously, is the consideration of human and interpersonal issues, including recog-
nition of the importance of communications and wider social concerns. It was,
largely, the work of the human relations school (see Chapter 5 for details) which
placed such concerns on the practitioner and academic agendas.

Henry Mintzberg

In 1973 Henry Mintzberg published his influential work on management, following
detailed observations of what managers actually did, whereas Fayol and others pre-
sented prescriptive analyses which became ‘myths of modern management’. In
contrast to what had previously been understood, managers were not found to
spend most of their time planning, organising, coordinating, commanding and

Chapter 6 • Management and leadership150

Table 6.1 Fayol: the principles of management

Primarily structural principles Other principles

Division of work Discipline

Authority and responsibility Subordination of individual interest to general interest

Unity of command Remuneration of personnel

Unity of direction Equity

Centralisation Stability of tenure of personnel

Scalar chain Initiative

Order Esprit de corps

Source: Adapted from Fayol, H. (1949). General and Industrial Management. Copyright Lake Publishing Company,

Belmont, CA.
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controlling. Instead, Mintzberg identified ten roles which managers fulfil in the
conduct of their jobs: these are categorised into three groups, as shown in Table 6.2.
Mintzberg (1973) suggested that managers often attempt, and frequently fail, to
sequence their roles logically in the pursuit of their objectives. Figure 6.1 indicates
a simple temporal sequence of activity: that is, first, the manager builds relation-
ships with employees and networks internally with other departments. Doing so
enables the manager to collect information and to begin to act as spokesperson for
the group. As stable relationships develop, they yield quality information (the
second stage), which finally leads to the third stage: decision making, objective
setting and resource allocation decisions.

Kotter (1982), broadly supporting Mintzberg’s findings, found that managers
appear to spend very little time in isolation on solitary tasks. They prefer, instead,
according to Mintzberg (1973), to work or consult with subordinates (48 per cent of
their time), with superiors (7 per cent of their time) and with peers and outsiders
(44 per cent). A ‘typical’ manager’s day comprises frequent interruptions for brief
conversations, by phone, in person, or increasingly, via email and other electronic
forms of communication, which serve not only to punctuate activity but also to
keep the manager informed. Dailey (1988) suggests that managers should not balk
at such interruptions as the resultant impetus given to relationship building and
information dissemination proves invaluable in informing decision making.

More recent theorists, for example Rosabeth Moss Kanter and also Tom Peters
and Henry Mintzberg, have focused on the strategic perspective on management.
This has led them to stress the importance of mission and vision, and of culture and
the leadership of values within a customer-orientated, outward-facing business
environment. They attempt to identify an holistic picture of the conditions
necessary for organisational success. 
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INTERPERSONAL
(relationships)

INFORMATIONAL
(yielding information)

DECISIONAL
(to aid decision making)

Figure 6.1 Sequence of roles

ORGB_C06.QXP  26/9/05  4:00 pm  Page 151



 

Chapter 6 • Management and leadership152

Differentiating leadership from management

We are now in a position to define management and leadership and to attempt to
differentiate the two. Managers perform functions in organisations and hold a particular,
formal, title and/or fulfil a role. A typical example is a divisional marketing manager,
responsible for the marketing of a product range in a geographical territory, or a per-
sonnel manager, responsible, for example, for the recruitment and selection of staff
for a single site organisation. These managers have a title, a role and a series of func-
tions to perform, including the management of subordinates and of physical and
financial resources. They are responsible for the performance and the productivity
of their subordinates. Fayol stated that management is often concerned with plan-
ning, organising, coordination, commanding and controlling the activities of staff.

Leaders, on the other hand, aim to influence and guide others into pursuing particular
objectives or visions of the future and to stimulate them into wanting to follow. Leadership
demonstrates the power of one individual over others. Leadership is not necessarily
related to hierarchical position, as management tends to be. Informal leaders exist
at all levels of an organisation. Leadership is often a dynamic activity concerned
with changing attitudes. Leadership is more inspirational and involves more emo-
tional input than management. This latter point is supported by Zaleznik (1977),
who suggests that managers adopt a less emotional and more passive attitude than
leaders and are more concerned with seeking compromise in conflicting positions

Table 6.2 Mintzberg: managerial roles

Managerial roles Managerial activities

Interpersonal roles All managerial behaviours which establish relationships

Figurehead Performs ceremonial duties – testifies at hearing, opening of new offices

Leader Motivates employees – encourages new employees, recognises achievements,

recruits and dismisses

Liaison Networking – joins professional societies, answers external post

Informational roles Allowing managers to collect and disseminate information

Monitor Scans for information – reads sector press

Disseminator Shares information with employees – holds meetings, writes memos, forwards mail

Spokesperson Shares information with outsiders – makes speeches, keeps superiors informed

Decisional roles Managerial behaviours which set, implement and monitor progress towards

objectives

Entrepreneur Seeks to change – looks for new ideas

Disturbance handler Responds to pressures and crises – acts quickly in crisis, faces problems

Resource allocator Allocates resources to others – manages the budget, constructs schedules

Negotiator Reaches agreements – solves work disputes, resolves arguments

Source: Based on Mintzberg (1973).
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and with conserving order than in initiating transformation. It is not always the
case that individuals are either managers or leaders. It is likely, for example, that a
manager may show leadership qualities on particular occasions. Indeed, Mintzberg
refers to the leader role as one of his ten roles of management. Others, such as
Handy (1993), Watson (1983) and Kotter (1990), suggest that leadership is merely
part of the broader role of management: it is primarily concerned with inter-
personal aspects of the role. Similarly, a leader, focused on attitudinal and
organisational change, employing all the political, emotional and symbolic tools of
leadership, might also conduct ‘normal’ managerial responsibilities. Nevertheless,
individuals may have a tendency towards either a managerial or a leadership dispo-
sition. Many academics have attempted to differentiate leadership from
management (for example, refer to Kotter, 1990). Mini-case 6.1 illustrates the
activity of Henry V, whom Shakespeare regarded as a leader. Is leadership just about
motivating and being inspirational?

Kotter (1990) differentiates between management and leadership at four stages of
activity: that is, when creating the agenda, developing the necessary human net-
works for progressing the agenda, during its execution and when dealing with the
outcomes of this activity. Throughout, Kotter suggests that leadership is more con-
cerned with the human, visionary, inspirational, motivational and dynamic aspects
of the total management/leadership role whereas management focuses on the tasks
identified by Fayol: that is, planning, organising and controlling, together with
problem solving and maintaining a degree of predictability and stability.
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King Henry V

Probably one of the most stirring leadership

speeches in literature, and subsequently on film, is

that of Henry V to his army immediately before the

battle of Agincourt in 1415. The reader was encour-

aged to believe that English victory over the French

was in large measure due to the leadership of King

Henry.

The young King and his army are outnumbered

and tired yet he stands among them and addresses

his troops:

‘We few, we happy few, we band of brothers;

For he today that sheds his blood with me

Shall be my brother; be he ne’er so vile,

This day shall gentle his condition:

And gentlemen in England now abed

Shall think themsleves accurs’d they were not here,

And hold their manhoods cheap while any speaks

That fought with us upon St Crispin’s day.’

For many, this is what leadership is about. But, is that

what leaders really do and are?

Source: Shakespeare: King Henry V, Act IV, scene

3. Also illustrated in two films of the same title, the

first starring Laurence Olivier (1944) and the more

recent Kenneth Branagh (1989).

Mini-case 6.1: Henry V from Shakespeare
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Leadership: schools of thought

There has been considerable interest in leadership for centuries. People have been
fascinated with the personality or character of exceptional leaders, whether they
brought social good or ill to their followers. It is possible to divide leadership
research into three broad schools (see Figure 6.2): trait, behavioural and situational
approaches.

A concern to discover the personal characteristics, or traits, of good leaders was a
particularly salient idea around the middle of the twentieth century. Trait theories
can only give a partial and often superficial perspective on the issue of leadership.
Later the behavioural theories were themselves criticised, primarily as being non-
context specific, a criticism which has led to a focus on the context or situation in
which leaders operate. Situational theories deal with the leader in an organisational,
or other, context and add richness to the study of leadership. The following section
synthesises some of the prime findings of each of these three schools.

Trait theories

Personal traits were, and on occasions still are, thought to have a bearing on an
individual’s ability to lead. These traits included physical characteristics, such as
height, social background, intelligence and a range of personality features.
Considerable research attempted, without great success, to establish relationships
between many trait variables and leadership success (Stodgill, 1948; Mann, 1959).
Many traits are weakly related to leadership. However, Bennis and Nanus (1985)
established some relationship between the effectiveness of leadership and the traits
of logical thinking, persistence, empowerment and self-control, where logical
thinking relates to:

● the ability to translate ideas into simple forms;

● persuasive abilities;

● explaining phenomena in unique ways.

Persistence traits were thought to be:

● considering setbacks as minor mistakes;

● working long hours;

● attempting to succeed against the odds.

Trait theories

Emphasis on the personal
characteristics of leaders

Behavioural theories

Emphasis on the behaviours 
of leaders including their 
style of leadership

Situational theories

Emphasis on the leader
in the context or situation
in which he or she leads

Figure 6.2 Leadership research: three phases of development
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Empowerment traits included:

● enthusing people about their goals;

● being enthusiastic and energetic oneself;

● increasing confidence in employees’ own abilities.

Self-control traits included:

● working under pressure;

● remaining calm and even-tempered;

● resisting intimidation.

Numerous other academics and researchers have attempted to establish a link
between traits and leadership effectiveness, including some meta-analytical work
which brings together the findings of dozens of separate research projects (Lord et
al., 1986; Kirkpatrick and Locke, 1991). Each produces its own list of leadership
qualities; most appear intuitively sound. Unfortunately, there is only limited agree-
ment between all of these studies. For example, a degree of intelligence appears to
be necessary to improve leadership effectiveness. The varied interpretations by the
researchers, together with the range and complexity of materials with which they
are dealing, have ensured that the findings offer little fresh insight. They are, after
all, like much research, attempts to relate two or more variables which might be
quite unrelated.

Although this work is of some value there are significant problems with trait
theories. Some studies are gender, even racially, biased while many more focused on
a rather narrow, albeit at the time often majority, section of the management work-
force in North America and the UK – white males. Very few traits appear to correlate
strongly with leadership effectiveness. Some assume that leadership ability can be
measured simply. In many studies leadership effectiveness, success or ability are
assumed to be products of position in the organisation or, alternatively, subjective
assessment is used to categorise good or effective leaders. The saying that leaders are
born and not made cannot be substantiated; it simply is not supported by research
evidence. Additionally, trait theories omit any situational or contextual consider-
ations. Surely, some leaders become effective because the situation is ‘right’ for
them (and vice versa). It may well be that appropriate situations ‘make’ great
leaders. Finally, trait theories can lead to unhelpful stereotyping. They can lead to
the assumption that once one has, or has not, the required traits, leadership effec-
tiveness is, somehow, decided. If those traits are physical, or otherwise of a nature
which makes it impossible for them to be developed or acquired, the implication is
that leaders are born, not made, and that management development or experience
becomes meaningless.

Behavioural theories

Rather than focus on the traits or characteristics of the leader, the behavioural approach
examines leadership behaviour, particularly that which influences the performance
and motivation of subordinates. As a result, emphasis is placed on leadership style.
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The Ohio State University studies, in the 1940s and 1950s, examined leadership
style, and concluded that there were two fundamental types of leader behaviours:
‘initiating structure’ and ‘consideration’. Initiating structure refers to behaviour
which focuses on the achievement of objectives and includes clear supervision and role clar-
ification, planning of work and a results orientation. Consideration includes behaviours
which encourage collaboration and focus on supportive networks, group welfare and the
maintenance of job satisfaction.

At the same time as the Ohio studies, researchers at the University of Michigan
made similar findings. Leaders and managers exhibited characteristics which were
employee centred and/or production centred. More recently, these broad descrip-
tions have been labelled ‘task’ and ‘people’ orientations. As a result of this work,
commentators suggested that it was possible to identify the ‘one best’ style of lead-
ership, that is, a leader who exhibits high initiating structure and high
consideration behaviours: a strong orientation to both task and people issues.

Leadership style

Leadership style refers to the behaviour of leaders towards subordinates, the manner in
which tasks and functions of leadership are conducted. Tannenbaum and Schmidt
(1973) suggested a continuum in leadership styles from a so-called boss-centred
approach to a subordinate-centred approach. Figure 6.3 illustrates a simple style
continuum. The suggestion is that managers’ or leaders’ style can be ‘mapped’ along
a continuum between the authoritarian and democratic extremes. It is likely,
however, that a leader’s decisions will always be influenced by the situation in
which they find themselves. Hence, even if a leader is able to adjust his or her style
according to the particular situations there will be a need to consider a host of con-
textual factors, such as group effectiveness, the nature of the task environment,
pressures of time. Tannenbaum and Schmidt recognised that situational factors
were important. They argued that forces in subordinates, for example their level of
experience and the style to which they are accustomed, and forces in the leader,
including knowledge and preferred style, combine to determine the most appro-
priate leadership style to adopt. In choosing an appropriate style, managers
consider their own value system and leadership inclination, the level of confidence
they have in their subordinates and their ability to cope with the uncertainties of
the situation. They will evaluate the nature and experience of their subordinates,
their readiness to assume responsibility, their knowledge and interest. This refine-
ment to the basic model places their work in the situational school of leadership
(see pp. 159–63).
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Tells Sells Consults Joins

Autocratic style Democratic/Participative style

Figure 6.3 Style continuum

Source: After Tannenbaum and Schmidt (1973) and others
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A problem with the simple style continuum model is that there is only one
dimension. However, other styles, not encompassed in the autocratic–democratic
continuum, may be applicable. For example, leaders may consider re-framing a situ-
ation, thinking of it differently – in a unique manner or from a different, atypical,
perspective (see the discussion on pp. 164–5 on reframing leadership, where refer-
ence is made to the work of Fisher and Torbert). This model also implies that leaders
make rational decisions based on a wealth of knowledge about the context, them-
selves and their subordinates – an assumption that is not necessarily proven by
experience. Nevertheless, the model can prove a useful management development
tool and raises the value of self-awareness of one’s style of leadership.

A simpler version of the work of Tannenbaum and Schmidt suggests that the con-
tinuum may involve four distinct styles of leadership, namely:

● joins – manager defines the problem, but leaves it open for alternative problem-
definitions to arise, and for the scope of the endeavour to expand; then
becomes a member of the problem-solving group and hands over decision-
making power to the group;

● consults – manager both identifies the problem and makes the decision, but
only after listening and possibly adopting solutions that have been suggested;

● sells – manager decides on the solution to problems and then persuades staff
that this decision is most valid;

● tells – manager identifies the problems and decides on the solutions, as above,
and also expects staff to implement such decisions without questioning.

John Adair

Action-centred leadership, developed by John Adair (1979), prescribes three areas of
need which leaders must satisfy, that is:

● task needs;

● individual needs;

● team maintenance needs.

This work builds on that of theorists working in the behavioural tradition and
argues that successful leaders need to accommodate both task and people consider-
ations. Figure 6.4 indicates the functions involved in attempting to satisfy each
need.
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Satisfy individual’s need

Maintain teamwork

Successfully conduct tasks

LEADERSHIP

Figure 6.4 Leadership: the fulfilment of three needs

Source: Based on Adair (1979)
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As indicated in Figure 6.4, action taken to meet one need may have an impact on
another area. A leader who can ensure the successful conduct of tasks while satis-
fying individual need and maintaining teamwork is likely to be highly effective.
Adair has embraced the two prime dimensions, task and people, and added a third,
team maintenance. The latter further emphasises the human and interpersonal
nature of leadership and accommodates contemporary recognition of the import-
ance of teamwork for organisational and therefore leadership effectiveness.

Behavioural school: conclusions

From a simple analysis of the material presented above, it is possible to identify four
broad leadership styles:

1 Task/structure orientation.

2 People/interpersonal orientation.

3 Directive/autocratic leadership.

4 Participative/democratic leadership.

Styles 1 and 3 are often associated, as are 2 and 4: hence, these four approaches can
be further reduced to just two, as is illustrated by the Ohio State University and
University of Michigan research and later work by McGregor (1960) and Blake and
Mouton (1964). McGregor’s now popular contention, his Theory X and Theory Y,
was that leaders and managers could be differentiated from one another according
to their attitudes and assumptions about human nature. Theory X leaders consider
people, notably subordinates, to be lazy, reluctant to assume responsibility and
lacking in ambition, and so they require to be controlled, directed and, if necessary,
coerced and punished. In Maslow’s terms (see Chapter 3) they are motivated only
by physiological and security needs. Theory Y represents a direct contrast. It
assumes that individuals align themselves with organisational goals and, as a con-
sequence, people require little control or direction, seek rewards consistent with
their performance, may accept and relish responsibility, possess initiative and cre-
ative skills, and are potentially motivated by the higher-order needs for affiliation,
esteem and self-actualisation.

Blake and Mouton (1964) suggest that a manager’s style can be identified and
mapped according to the ‘people’ and ‘task’, or ‘production’, orientation. The
mapping exercise allows for degrees of people or production orientation, so that it
is possible, for example, to have a high people and a high production tendency (a
highly desirable state), a high production and a medium people orientation, a low
orientation in both dimensions (a rather precarious state), or numerous other com-
binations.

The work of the behavioural school represents an improvement over the trait
approach. Behaviour is observable and can be learned, and the focus is on what a
leader does, not on what he or she is. Nevertheless, there are problems with this
school of thought. It assumes that high consideration or people orientation, and
high initiating structure, or task/production focus, cause high performance. In
reality the relationship between the two broad variables may be more complicated.
For example, it may be that a task orientation and people concern in subordinates
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might lead leaders to adopt or maintain that approach as it appears to yield good
results. In other words, leadership style might be both a cause and/or an effect of
the followers’ style. Also behavioural approaches, rather like trait theories, ignore
the context or situation in which leaders and followers find themselves. That
context is likely to partly determine the most appropriate style to adopt. For
example, an organisation might have a long-engrained norm which necessitates or
encourages the adoption of a task orientation. This cultural characteristic may
prevent a leader from significantly deviating from that approach. Leadership is
context-specific, or at least this is what the situational theories suggest.

Situational theories

When certain aspects of the behavioural and trait approach are combined with con-
sideration of context, or the situation in which leaders find themselves, a complex
but more promising explanation of leadership is apparent. We saw in Chapter 3 that
consideration of situational or contingent factors improved our understanding of
motivation in the workplace. Similarly, our insight into leadership is enhanced by
a consideration of these contingent factors. Once again, contingency theory adds
complexity, but richness, to our understanding of organisational behaviour.
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From ‘Star Trek Generations’ to ‘The Incredibles’

The film Star Trek: Generations (1994) illustrates how different (male) leaders are required

for different situations – of course Captain Kirk was always good in a crisis! The animation

film The Incredibles (2004) illustrates the stereotypical gender differences and compares

the effectiveness of the two – the male action hero versus the flexible (literally) female hero.

Of course Mr Incredible was ultimately only successful when he teamed up with the femi-

nine skills of his flexible friend – something about teamwork and embracing difference to

achieve success? How might this film relate to organisational reality?

Illustration in film

Fiedler’s contingency theory

The contingency hypothesis (Fiedler, 1967) is that leadership behaviour interacts with
the favourableness of a situation to determine effectiveness. It argues that some situ-
ations are more favourable than others and, as a consequence, require different
behaviours. This theory requires the assessment of both the leader’s style and three
broad characteristics of the situation or context:

● leader–group member relations – the nature of work group atmosphere and
subsequent loyalty, trust and so forth;

● task structure – clarity of the group’s work and understanding of the group’s
goals;

● position power – a leader’s legitimate power to tell others what to do.
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Leadership style is said to be relationship-centred, where the leader is motivated
to maintain good interpersonal relations, or task-orientated, in which case the
leader is motivated to get on with the job. It is ascertained by requiring leaders to
indicate their orientation towards their least preferred co-worker (LPC). Those who
describe their LPC in ‘accepting’ terms are relationship-orientated whereas task-ori-
entated leaders believe their LPC has few redeeming qualities. This, Fiedler argues,
demonstrates a personality trait referred to as the leader’s motivational pattern.

A highly favourable situation would be one where relations were sound and reli-
able, tasks were clearly structured and goals widely understood, and where position
power was strong.

Figure 6.5 indicates in which circumstances each leadership orientation is likely
to be most effective. A task orientation is considered more suited to highly
favourable or highly unfavourable situations. To take a military example, if there is
a potentially dangerous task to perform, perhaps an encounter with an enemy in
unfamiliar territory, the commander may, recognising the unstructured nature of
the task and relying on position power (see Chapter 8), adopt a highly task-orien-
tated approach, giving clear orders and demanding compliance. Alternatively,
where a manager enjoys good relations with workers and if the tasks to be per-
formed are clearly structured – that is, not much debate or decision-making ability
is required in order to perform them satisfactorily – a task orientation may be best
employed to ensure high productivity. The ‘simplicity’ of the task might not
warrant a more participative or people-orientated approach, and the good relations
that exist could survive the adoption of a task approach.

A relationship orientation is best suited to average situational favourability.
Fiedler suggests that an organisation should not focus on attempts to change a
leader’s personality but should select leaders to match the situation’s favourability.
Although this approach might be of some value in recognising that both situation
and a leader’s orientation can determine the appropriate choice of leader, it is of less
value as a selection technique or a tool of ‘social engineering’ within organisations.
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Situation favourability

HighLow

GoodPoor
Leader–member
relations

Task structure StructuredUnstructured Unstructured Structured

Weak Strong Weak Strong Weak Strong Weak StrongPower position

Most effective leader orientation

RelationshipTask Task

Figure 6.5 Fiedler’s contingency model

Source: Adapted with permission from F. E. Fiedler, A Theory of Leadership Effectiveness, McGraw-Hill (1967) p. 146.
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House’s path–goal theory

Path–goal theory was briefly addressed in Chapter 3 (in the discussion of
expectancy theory) and is referred to here as it has implications for leadership. It is
a situational and transactional model of leadership, in addition to being a motiv-
ation theory. House (1971) suggests that it is a leader’s function to clarify pathways
for subordinates to achieve their desired rewards. When a subordinate recognises
that a desired reward is achievable by adopting a particular course of action, then
motivation to achieve that reward should follow. The leader provides the rewards
and clarifies the pathways between employee effort and performance and between
performance and reward. The leader engages in a transaction giving rewards for per-
formance. This requires leaders to exercise flexibility and to develop abilities to
engage in:

● directive behaviours – including planning, setting expectations and clarifying
instructions;

● supportive behaviours – offering friendly consideration;

● participative behaviours – involving subordinates in decision making;

● achievement-orientated behaviours – setting objectives and expecting them to be
achieved.

The leader is required to consider environmental factors and subordinate
characteristics and then adopt a flexible approach. The prescriptive model sug-
gests an appropriate style for a variety of combinations of situations, for
example:

● Directive leadership best ensures high performance for subordinates who
require a high degree of work structuring.

● Achievement-orientated leadership behaviours are best suited to subordinates
with a strong achievement drive.

● If tasks are clear and routine dominates, then any leadership behaviour may be
redundant.

Vroom and Yetton contingency model

Vroom and Yetton (1973) and Vroom and Jago (1988) have developed a decision-
making leadership contingency model. Taking into account the quality, level of
acceptance and time taken to make each leadership decision, Vroom and Yetton
suggested three leadership styles. These are not too dissimilar from points along a
style continuum (see Figure 6.3). They are:

● autocratic

– decision or problem solving, using information available to leader at the time;

– leader collects information and then makes the decision/solves the problem;

● consultative

– leader shares the problem with subordinates individually or as a group and
then leader makes the decision;
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● group

– leader shares the problem with the group and together they attempt a
solution or consensus.

The choice of a particular style to achieve quality decisions is informed by three
decision rules, which involve an assessment of the degree of structuring of the
problem, the amount of information available, and the quality of decision required.
Similarly, decision rules exist in order to ensure that the outcome is acceptable. This
approach can involve the construction of decision trees involving many decision
points, or ‘branches’, to assist the leader in the decision-making process. This is a
normative or prescriptive model, providing a series of rules which are intended to
inform action.

Research to test this model is largely inconclusive, but it does confirm that
various styles tend to be used in particular circumstances. For example, more par-
ticipative styles tend to occur when it is considered essential that a quality decision
is vital, when it is important that the decision is accepted, and when subordinates
are trusted to consider the group or organisational goals not merely their own.

Vroom and Jago (1988) took this approach further and added 12 contingency
factors which inform decision making. These include issues such as leader and sub-
ordinate information, time constraints, geographical dispersion and motivation. A
series of decision trees can now be used to inform decision making, each offering a
rational, prescribed outcome.

Hersey and Blanchard (1988) incorporated the readiness of followers as an
additional situational variable, considering four levels from ‘low follower readiness’
to ‘high follower readiness’. Readiness of followers, when combined with a leader’s
orientation, that is task or relationship behaviour, helps, they argue, to determine
the appropriate style to adopt. This model focuses attention on the need to build
the morale and commitment of subordinates and the need for a leader to adjust his
or her style to the particular qualities of employees.

The situational approach to leadership embraces both style or behavioural issues
and context or situation. It is, therefore, more complex but better reflects reality
than other, earlier approaches. Nevertheless, not even the models presented above
can fully explain the characteristics of effective leadership. They do not adequately
embrace the complexities of interpersonal behaviours and relationships nor do they
accommodate the rapidity of change which characterises modern organisations. For
example, if organisations follow Fiedler’s advice and appoint leaders to match the
situation, then organisational dynamism might so alter ‘the situation’ as to make
the appointed leader ineffective. Additionally, there remains considerable subjec-
tivity concerning the assessment of an individual leader’s style and personality.
Someone might appear to have the necessary qualities to match the perceived
nature of the situation, yet not prove an effective leader (and vice versa).

Although many of the contingency or situational theories take cognisance of
many organisational and environmental variables little attention is paid to
organisational culture (see Chapter 9) or organisational politics (see Chapter 8),
both of which may have a profound influence over leadership styles and
approaches.
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Most of the research presented above implies that leadership is an individualistic
concept: that is, it considers the role of the leader as an individual. We explore joint
or multiple leadership (pluralism) below.

Intrapreneurs and entrepreneurs

It is unusual in organisational behaviour to consider the nature and activity of
intrapreneurs and entrepreneurs. Entrepreneurship is the creation of economic wealth
by adding value and involves risking capital, time and energy. When this activity takes
place in an organisation it is referred to as intrapreneurship. The intrapreneur often
has to succeed in a bureaucratic environment which tends to stifle innovation and
dynamism. Both entrepreneurs and intrapreneurs can be considered, in a broad
sense, to be leaders. They lead the value-adding capabilities of an organisation, the
development of new ideas and ways of solving old problems. They often lead people
in accepting novel solutions and new ways of operating. Mini-case 6.2 illustrates
probably the most famous and one of the most successful British entrepreneurs.
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Richard Branson: the ‘typical’

entrepreneur?

Sir Richard Branson is a household name. He left

school at 17 to start a magazine and did not attend

university. Just three years later the Virgin record

label was launched. Now the umbrella company has

sales of around £5 billion a year and includes an

airline company, entertainment, media, travel and car

sales businesses.

Sir Richard appears to exploit weaknesses in

existing ways of doing business. For example, in

2000 he launched an online car dealership on the

back of continued consumer disenchantment at the

high price of new cars in UK showrooms.

Richard Branson appears to enjoy his work and

leisure activities and seeks every opportunity to

promote his businesses – willing to do almost any-

thing to promote his brand. But this is the public face.

Reports suggest that as a manager he invests time in

his senior executives, instilling in them the need to

seek major and ongoing changes and improvements

and to always consider customer needs.

Back in 1993, a survey indicated that he was con-

sidered the ideal role model by both teenagers and

their parents.

Mini-case 6.2: Richard Branson

Rather like the early trait theorists’ attempts to explain leadership as a result of
physical or other personal characteristics, much work on entrepreneurship con-
siders entrepreneurs to possess exceptional inherent personal qualities. Peter
Drucker (1985) has dispelled this myth and suggested that entrepreneurship is, like
many managerial and leadership qualities, something which can be learned,
whereas success owes more to hard work than to some romantic notion of sheer
entrepreneurial talent. Aldag and Stearns (1987) have attempted to explode some of
the conventional wisdom or myths of entrepreneurship (Table 6.3). The study of
entrepreneurship is developing rapidly, going well beyond this rather simple search
for the entrepreneurial profile.
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Table 6.3 Myths of entrepreneurship

Myth ‘Reality’

Entrepreneurs are doers, not thinkers Entrepreneurs do engage in careful planning and

forethought

Entrepreneurs are born, not made Evidence suggests that characteristics are acquired

and not inherited (McClelland, 1976)

All you need is money Commitment and single-mindedness are more vital

All you need is luck This suggests that entrepreneurial skills are

irrelevant

Source: Based on Aldag and Stearns (1987).

Reframing leadership

Not surprisingly, and despite the wealth of research in the field, there is no one
accepted, explanatory theory or model of leadership. In more recent times, theorists
have explored alternative explanatory frames for leadership. In Chapter 5 we
suggested that it is possible and valuable to view organisations as if through dif-
ferent lenses, to analyse them from a variety of different perspectives. Similarly, we
can categorise different ‘types’ of leaders by analysing and evaluating the frames of
reference or paradigms into which they are ‘locked’.

Leadership frames

Some of the more interesting work in this area has been conducted by Fisher and
Torbert (1995). They argue that managers fall into one of six frames which repre-
sent stages of managerial development. They are:

● Opportunist;

● Diplomat;

● Technician;

● Achiever;

● Strategist;

● Magician.

Table 6.4 outlines the characteristics of managers in each frame. People in these
frames view many aspects of organisation, the environment, their subordinates,
management and leadership, differently from one another. For example, Achievers,
it is argued, see leadership as a process of moulding others to their own way of
thinking, whereas a Strategist is likely to attempt to encompass a variety of points
of view and ways of thinking.

Whereas managers in the first four frames cannot recognise themselves as
working in that constructed frame and do not fully recognise that others operate
from alternative frames, persons in the fifth frame, the Strategist, show awareness
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of the ever-present interplay of people operating in different frames. They are,
therefore, concerned with the testing and framing of assumptions encountered in
social interplay. It could be argued that when moving from Achiever to Strategist
managers might be able and willing to embrace double-loop learning (see Chapter
5) and, as Fisher and Torbert suggest, to make more effort to understand subordi-
nates and push the limits of perceived organisational constraints. Fisher and Torbert
(1995) suggest that when moving from Achiever to Strategist the leader makes a sig-
nificant step forward in terms of effectiveness.

As might be expected, research indicates that the proportion of managers in each
of the six categories varies. Table 6.5 reports on a sizeable research exercise,
involving almost 500 managers in the USA, from first-line supervisors to senior
managers and executives. Of course this and similar work is not without its critics.
We can all recognise characteristics of ourselves and others which cut across the
positions identified. Few people appear to correspond clearly to one frame alone,
and this could prove to be a major criticism of the whole concept, which suggests
that people are, albeit not often permanently, ‘locked’ into just one frame.
Additionally, research in this area is notoriously difficult and fraught with problems
which question its reliability and validity. There is also an assumption that compe-
tence in leadership, especially the leadership of major transformational change, is
better performed by Strategists and, if they exist, Magicians. There is no real hard
evidence to suggest that this is the case. Nevertheless, thinking about frames of ref-
erence, reflecting upon one’s experiences and attempting to explore alternative
approaches is of considerable value, particularly in developing managerial and lead-
ership understanding and capability.

Leadership and change

As a theme throughout this book, organisational change is particularly worthy of
consideration in any discussion of leadership. After all, one of the key defining
elements of good leadership is taking people through successful change. We will
begin by exploring an examination of pluralistic leadership of organisational
change before exploring transformational leadership and looking at two case
studies.

Pluralistic leadership

Traditionally, leadership has been considered an individual or singular activity. That
is, one person leads and the rest follow. In reality, leadership and leaders are found
in all aspects of our lives. Leadership qualities are exhibited by many people much
of the time. Leaders, both formal and informal, are found at all levels of most organ-
isations. Yet, it is usually individual leaders who spring to mind when we think of
leadership: rarely do we consider outstanding leadership teams. Bate (1994) argues
that, particularly in the management of change, leadership is best considered as a
collective or plural concept. His contention is that it is networks of leadership
which prove effective in change, not necessarily individual leaders. He suggests that
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Table 6.4 Managerial style characteristics

Development stage Frame Style characteristics

1 Opportunist ● short-term focus on concrete things

● manipulative, deceptive, hostile, distrustful, flouts power

● rejects feedback and externalises blame

● dubious ethical standards: stereotypes, punishes on ‘eye-for-

an-eye’ basis

2 Diplomat ● conflict avoidance, face saving

● conformist, works to standards

● belonging, status, gives loyalty to group

3 Technical ● problem solving, logic, cause and effect

● self-critical, dogmatic, meritocratic

● seeks efficiency/perfection

4 Achiever ● long-term goals, feels like initiator

● welcomes feedback, seeks mutuality

● appreciates complexity but blind to subjectivity behind

objectivity

● guilt if falls short of own standards

5 Strategist ● creative conflict resolution

● principle, theory, judgement can usefully inform decision

making

● process and goal oriented

● aware of paradox, contradiction

● relativist, individuality, existential humour

● aware of frame/world view

6 Magician ● seeks participation in historical/spiritual transformations,

creator of mythical events

● reframes situations, blends opposites

● action researches, interplay of intuition, thought, action and

effect

● sees time as symbolic, metaphorical

Source: Adapted from D. Fisher and W. R. Torbert (1995) Personal and Organisational Transformations. ©

Copyright McGraw-Hill Companies, Inc. 1995.

Table 6.5 Distribution of managers by developmental position

Position or frame %

Opportunist 2

Diplomat 8

Technician 45

Achiever 36

Strategist 9

Magician 0

100%

Source: D. Fisher and W. R. Torbert (1995) Personal and Organisational Transformations. © Copyright McGraw-

Hill Companies, Inc. 1995
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leadership comprises five main dimensions and each individual leader is unlikely to
be able to offer all these qualities. A leadership team, on the other hand, might
embrace the plethora of characteristics required to successfully manage transforma-
tional change. The five dimensions of leadership, identified by Bate (1994) are
shown in Table 6.6.

If each of these five dimensions is placed at the corner of a pentagon, as in Figure
6.6, it may prove possible to ‘map’ the leadership capacities of any particular organ-
isation. That is, the pentagon can become elastic, with certain dimensions – the
organisation’s strengths – being illustrated by an extended ‘arm’ and underdevel-
oped dimensions by a restricted extension. This can prove to be a useful team
leadership development activity. The illustration in Figure 6.6 depicts: (1) the elastic
pentagon model, showing the five dimensions of leadership; and (2) an organis-
ation with strong creative and political leadership skills, but one which is weak on
action and the subsequent ability to embed change into its structures.

Organisational change is best accommodated, Bate (1994) argues, by an appro-
priate blend and balance of leaders who may have differential inputs at various
stages in the change process. As a result a network of leaders, with different
strengths and at a range of hierarchical levels, will make the change happen.

Transformational leadership

We will briefly look at a useful distinction often made between two categories of
leader and examine research which attempts to relate leadership style to types of
change. Table 6.7 draws on the work of Bass (1990) and others to illustrate two lead-
ership behaviours, that is, transactional and transformational. It appears that
transactional leadership is concerned with managing in relative stability whereas
transformational leadership implies dynamism and flux.

The activities of certain so-called transformational leaders, for example Nelson
Mandela in the 1990s or Margaret Thatcher in the 1980s, or Richard Branson and
Bill Gates from the organisational world, attract considerable media and academic
interest. Anecdotal knowledge suggests these leaders possess the trait often referred
to as charisma. This trait is difficult to define and virtually impossible to measure,
yet, arguably, simpler to observe. The charisma of a transformational leader is
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Table 6.6 The five dimensions of the leadership of organisational change

Dimension Leadership role

Aesthetic Leadership of the creation, expression and communication of new ideas

Political Leadership of political processes involved in gaining acceptance of new ideas in an

evolving culture

Ethical Leadership in the creation and imparting of a framework of moral standards related to

these meanings and ideas

Action Leadership in transmuting agreed cultural meanings into concrete practices

Formative Leadership in structuring new ideas, meaning and practices into a framework – a new

source of legitimacy within the organisation
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thought to inspire and energise followers who, as a result, are more amenable to
change, are highly motivated and unquestioning followers. Robbins (1984: 151)
suggests that a transformational leader is one who ‘inspires followers to transcend
their own self-interest for the good of the organisation and who is capable of having
a profound and extraordinary effect on his or her followers’.

Transformational leaders engage in major organisational change which involves
addressing both political and cultural systems and challenging current norms. They
create a vision of a desired future state and mobilise commitment to achieving that
goal. The final step, it is argued, is to institutionalise that change, to make it a
reality. In order to achieve transformational change leaders require a deep under-
standing of organisations and the social interaction they embrace. They need to
master political dialogue and understand the nature of power, equity, the dynamics
of decision making and when to push and when to back off (Morgan, 1989).
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Figure 6.6 The elastic pentagon

Source: Based on Bate (1994)

Table 6.7 Transformational and transactional leadership

Transactional leadership Transformation leadership

● Rewards are contingent on performance ● Shows charisma and vision and instils trust, pride

and respect

● Focuses on exceptions and deviations

from rules

● Inspires, sets high expectations, uses symbols

● Intervenes only when standards are

not achieved

● Promotes intelligence and creative

problem solving

● Avoids difficult decisions and responsibilities ● Gives personal attention, considers

individuals, coaches
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Dunphy and Stace’s change matrix relates four types of leadership style to four
types or scales of change. This model, based primarily on intuitive understandings,
suggests that corporate transformation or other major change, when achieved by
application of a collaborative or consultative style of leadership, may result in
‘charismatic transformation’. Alternatively, transformation may be achieved by
adopting a more directive or dictatorial approach. In fact their research, conducted
in a range of service sector organisations, indicated that transformational change
was more likely to have occurred as a result of adoption of a directive or coercive
style. Nevertheless, Dunphy and Stace (1993) suggest that once change is in process,
a more consultative approach is required, particularly at subunit level, in order to
gain the support of employees. Considerable change management research has
commented on the relationship between style and the effectiveness of change ini-
tiatives. It is also worthy of consideration that the context of change is a vitally
important determining variable in the success, or otherwise, of change manage-
ment.

Leadership and change: conclusions

This section primarily comprises two mini-case studies which seek to illustrate, first,
the activities of a transformational leader (see Mini-case 6.3) and, second, a case of
pluralistic leadership (see Mini-case 6.4). Mini-case 6.3 explores the leadership of a
great man, Nelson Mandela. Was he a ‘magician’ as well as a transformational
leader?

The examination of the leadership of change presented in Mini-case 6.4 illus-
trates certain aspects of pluralism in leadership and addresses one of the important
themes of this book, that is, the management of change. It acts as a useful prelude
to Chapters 8 and 9 on power and politics and organisational culture, respectively,
and provides a contrast to the approach of the transformational leader (singular),
presented in Mini-case 6.3.
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Nelson Mandela: a ‘magician’ and

transformational leader

It could be argued that Nelson Mandela, the first

black president of South Africa, approximates to the

characteristics of Fisher and Torbert’s Magician. Not

only did he have a tremendous influence over two or

three generations of South Africans, he also symbol-

ised an image of great value to many millions of

people throughout the world. Incarcerated in jail for

decades because of his stringent opposition to

apartheid in South Africa, he symbolised hope,

justice and courage to most black and many white

South Africans. In jail he was penniless, confined,

abused, denied fundamental liberties and margin-

alised, yet with unimaginable courage and magical

skill he rose, within just a few years of his release, to

lead a nation (black, coloured and white) in seeking

greater justice and further hope.

Upon release, he brought a most remarkably

diverse nation closer together, gaining overwhelming

popular support in free, democratic elections.

Diversity, mutual distrust and, often, undisguised

hatred were, and, to an extent, still are based on

Mini-case 6.3: Nelson Mandela
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colour, race and tribal difference. Mandela recog-

nised, examined and confronted such differences

while simultaneously standing above them. He

embraced, literally and metaphorically, leaders of

tribes antagonistic to his African National Conference

(ANC) and whites who had sought to remove him

(and who would probably have murdered him had

such an action not been likely to arouse considerable

external and internal opposition), overseas leaders

who helped to facilitate his freedom and his people

whose support he could count upon.

Acute awareness of the human condition, an appar-

ently total lack of personal vice or any desire for

vengeance and a fundamental appreciation of the ‘real’

and the symbolic as one, make Mandela a great leader.

After becoming president, he attended a rugby

international in 1995. South Africa were playing and

the match was being televised in the country and in

most rugby-playing countries. Rugby, as a sport,

goes to the heart of the division in South Africa

between black and white. It is a game beloved by the

white minority and was, and largely still is, the pre-

serve of whites. Mandela’s presence at the game

represented a symbolic (and real) attempt to inte-

grate the two communities, to bring black

acceptance of rugby and its importance to white

South Africans to the fore. But Mandela did not just

attend the game, he wore a Springbok rugby shirt

(not a shirt and tie or his flamboyant tribal dress).

Few, if any, black Africans had ever had the privilege

of wearing it. What is more he wore a ‘Number 6’

shirt, that of the captain of the team, Pinaar. He also

sang along with the country’s new national anthem

(as opposed to the old Afrikaans anthem, ‘De Stem’).

A highly symbolic moment.

This simultaneous challenge and acceptance,

being part of many groups of people and different

from them and honouring a tradition that had incar-

cerated him for the prime years of his life, endeared

people throughout the world to his magical and

inspirational qualities.

The leadership of change

This mini-case explores the leadership of change in a

medium-sized NHS Trust hospital in the Midlands of

England. The organisation was successful in

achieving significant and measurable quality

improvements, surpassing its broad array of objec-

tives and coping with considerable environmental

flux in the 1990s.

Rapidly impending, centrally imposed, change in

the NHS created a trigger for action. The internal

process of change management conceived of and

undertaken by the Chief Executive (CEO) and the

senior management team was based on a cognitive

model of change which was not articulated, but

served to delimit and guide their leadership activities.

That model (see Figure 6.7) is analysed below.

The three processes, shown in the interlocking

circles in Figure 6.7, took place in a context which was

made receptive to change, in part, through leadership

efforts. Leadership held a vision of a desired future

state, an ambition or ideal to aim for. This contrasted

with the tired and increasingly unsatisfactory current

state of affairs and informed the direction, scale and

scope of the change. It could be argued that the ‘hard’

changes, referred to below, together with a genuine

attempt to change the culture of the organisation to

make it more receptive to innovation, represent the

‘content’ of the change. The process of change

embraced an ongoing time frame, punctuated by sym-

bolic and tangible actions centred around the politics

of acceptance and cultural interventions, all led by a

leadership team, an example of pluralistic leadership.

A three-pronged approach to change manage-

ment was employed:

● the conscious and active management of

symbols, including ‘talking up the crisis’, changing

Mini-case 6.4: Leadership of change

ORGB_C06.QXP  26/9/05  4:00 pm  Page 170



 It is of value to briefly consider a simple model useful for analysing organis-
ational change. All change can be considered to have four prime parameters, that
is, the content, context, process and timing of change:

● Content refers to the nature of what is changing, whether it is transitional or
incremental or transformational and revolutionary.

● Context is the internal and external environment in which the change is
occurring. An analyst or change agent would need to consider all manner of
internal contextual characteristics, such as the predominant management style,
the qualities of leadership, the organisation’s structure and systems, and
attempt to assess the receptiveness of that context.

● Process of change encompasses the series of mechanisms and activities that are
employed during the change – how it is undertaken.
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dress and behaviour codes, degradation of some

dysfunctional rituals and development of new

rituals symbolising change (see Chapter 9, Mini-

case 9.2);

● a focus on the politics of acceptance; and

● concurrent attention to ‘hard’ systems and struc-

tures.

Although external change provided a trigger for

action, the leadership team consciously heightened

the existing sense of impending crisis, partly by using

‘crisis’ language, while instilling confidence in staff

that they were competent to cope with the conse-

quences.

The leadership team oversaw the restructuring of

the organisation. Business managers were intro-

duced to each clinical directorate, and systems –

including new financial procedures – were devel-

oped to facilitate the achievement of operational and

strategic objectives. These ‘hard’ changes enabled

the organisation to cope with externally imposed

change: the rigours of the internal market. However,

these changes were not managed in isolation from

the political and symbolic leadership processes.

The leadership team paid particular attention to

the politics of acceptance, adopting a collaborative,

not coercive, style. They engaged in a great deal of

discussion at an early stage and involved individuals

and groups who held both formal and informal

power. Gaining a common understanding of the real-

ities of the environment and subsequent collective

action were emphasised. Instilling in others a sense

of ownership of both the problem and the solution

was viewed as crucial by leadership. Hence, leaders

were created and encouraged, at all levels, to cham-

pion the change.

Process of change
Current

state
Desired

future state

Management
of the ‘hard’
infrastructure

Management
of symbols

Politics of
acceptance
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Figure 6.7 A cognitive change model

Source: © Copyright Brooks (1996)
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● Change takes place over a period of time; it is not an event, although certain
‘events’ often punctuate the change process. The content, contextual variables
and processes employed in most significant organisational changes also alter
over time.

A knowledge of this model can help us to understand the nature and complexity of
organisational change.

Leadership and diversity

Leadership and management are gendered terms; especially the word ‘management’
is more closely associated with men than women. As with much organisational
research, work on leadership was often conducted by men in the Anglo-American
context and aimed largely at the same target audiences. That said, the evidence for
sex differences in leadership is mixed yet such differences are apparent. Often the
differences in leadership style between men and women are found to be the conse-
quence of different working contexts; these contextual factors moderate what
might otherwise be more significant and measurable differences. We remain influ-
enced by ‘traditional’ perspective of ‘a good leader’: someone who is strong,
charismatic and decisive. In fact when a strong female leader, such as Margaret
Thatcher, was/is judged, they are often said to possess male characteristics. This
raises the question as to whether our picture of ‘good’ leadership is itself gendered.

Judy Marshall (1993) suggests that female values and male values are not owned
by each sex – both sexes have access to them. This enables men and women to be
both the same and different. The key is to recognise differences and embrace a
breadth of approaches to management and leadership. Many management writers,
theorists and practitioners have argued that ‘female values’, such as interdepend-
ence and cooperation, receptivity and acceptance, emotional tone and intuition,
are more relevant to the modern workplace than traditional ‘male values’, such as
self-assertion, control, competition and rationality.

A large ‘meta-study’ by Eagly and Johnson (1990) of management or leadership
styles found that although women often adopted more democratic and participa-
tive styles compared with men, in general men were no more task orientated than
women while women were no more interpersonally orientated than men. The dif-
ferences were in fact few.

Leadership and communications

Communications within and external to an organisation go to the heart of leader-
ship. It is that ability to communicate, to make contact with real people and to
interact with them, that differentiates leadership from administration or even man-
agement. Leaders make speeches, produce written communications, listen and chat
to colleagues, observe and respond to needs and otherwise communicate for most
of their time in the organisation. Leaders also interact with the external environ-
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ment, with suppliers, markets, even competitors. What is more, leaders communi-
cate in far more than words. Charisma is a form of communication. All leaders,
consciously or not, transmit symbolic messages. Mini-case 6.4 shows how a leader-
ship team used symbolic communication as part of a change management strategy.

Communication skills, using all available media and being sensitive to the power
of symbols while recognising how people perceive words and actions, are essential
skills of the competent leader.

Leadership and conflict

Organisations have many stakeholders, factions which often have different interests
in the way the organisations should be managed and led. Conflict is inevitable in
organisations, and an important leadership role is to manage such conflict.
Stakeholder analysis involves the identification of key players and planning how
best to accommodate their often divergent needs. Leadership becomes intensely
political when attempting to manage such different, often irreconcilable, demands.
In a way, leadership earns its legitimacy by succeeding in doing this. 

To an extent, the management implications of the material covered in this chapter are at least implicit

but are, nevertheless, emphasised here.

1 Individuals need to develop self-awareness of their behaviour and attitudes while attempting to

identify their leadership and management credentials.

2 Individuals need to appreciate when leadership qualities, such as developing and disseminating a

sense of vision, are appropriate and, alternatively, when managerial skills, such as negotiation and

transaction, are required.

3 Managers need to recognise that the early theorists, such as Taylor and Fayol, together with the con-

ditions they reported, remain partially embedded in our collective understanding of management and,

hence, remain influential in many respects.

4 Managers should recognise that a wide range of potential managerial or leadership styles exist, and

that they might seek to develop flexibility and self-awareness to both utilise and value different styles

in different circumstances.

5 Managers need to reflect on their own strengths, styles and capabilities and assimilate the

responses of others to their activities in an attempt to learn about themselves and to explore self-

development opportunities.

6 Individuals need to recognise that the frame in which they operate influences their understanding, atti-

tudes and behaviour; recognition of this fact is a prerequisite for personal development and growth.

7 Similarly, as the frames in which we operate may prevent us from managing change or transformation

successfully, knowledge of self and determination to seek development appear to be vital.

Managerial implications
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8 Managers might consider that leadership can be viewed as a pluralistic concept, in which case

organisational change may be considered to be best led by a network of people operating at dif-

ferent levels and possessing different, but complementary, capabilities.

9 Successful management of major change may involve the adoption of transformational leadership

capabilities (as opposed to transactional skills and behaviour) and recognition and accommodation

of the complex interplay between the symbolic, cultural, political and contextual factors.

Summary of main points

This chapter provides a synthesis of considerable management and leadership theory and

other academic work. The main points made are:

● Frederick Taylor and Henri Fayol made a significant contribution to management theory,

with the result that their ideas and principles still influence managerial thinking today;

● many eminent academics, such as Peter Drucker and Henry Mintzberg, have attempted

to address the questions, ‘What should managers do?’ and ‘What do managers do?’;

● Mintzberg found that managers tend to spend little time on the basic functions identified

by Fayol;

● it is possible, but not always helpful, to differentiate between management and leader-

ship, but less straightforward to label individuals as leaders or managers;

● considerable research has attempted to explore the meaning and nature of leadership

and can, broadly, be categorised into three schools of thought: trait theories, behavioural

theories and situational theories;

● emphasis is now also placed on other types of leaders in modern organisations, that is,

entrepreneurs and intrapreneurs;

● contemporary research on leadership has explored a range of leadership frames of refer-

ence, or paradigms, which define the scope of thinking and action available to individual

leaders;

● further contemporary writing has suggested that leadership is best viewed as a group or

pluralistic phenomenon, as opposed to an individual endeavour.

Conclusions

Despite the extensive research carried out in this field it is still not certain what constitutes

effective leadership and how we can develop leadership effectiveness. Nevertheless, the

material presented in this chapter sheds some light on a number of vital questions. It is

important to note the more recent developments in thinking in this regard, while not losing

sight of the vital significance that the fundamental principles of management, as outlined by

Fayol in the mid-twentieth century, have on modern organisations.
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1 What is a leader? What is a manager? Can a manager be a leader? Is a leader

always a manager? Explain your answers to these fundamental questions.

2 Think of someone you know who is considered by you to have leadership skills.

What are those skills or attributes? Which of them are personal traits and which

are behaviours? Do they have the ability to change their ‘style’ in different

circumstances?

3 What is the value of considering leadership as a pluralistic phenomenon as

opposed to an individual orientation?

Questions
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Internet sites

There are many sites with information about leadership, some of academic value, and many

which discuss particular leaders. Use a search engine to locate sites about your favourite

(or your most despised) leaders. You might also look at:

www.ndpgenderequality.ie Practical guidance on ‘making it happen’, that is, effective

gender mainstreaming in Ireland and the UK.

www.cfil.com Offers an array of information of contemporary interest.

www.ccl.org This non-profit educational institution offers research findings in areas of cre-

ative leadership.

www.modern.nhs.uk/1115/21174/BMEguidelines.pdf This is an NHS publication giving

practical advice on issues of race equality and leadership.

There are also many sites which enable you to conduct case analysis on individual leaders.

For example, the former Prime Minister of the UK, Margaret Thatcher, was a highly con-

troversial leader inspiring considerable and ongoing debate. See the following for a taste

of that debate: www.thefword.org.uk/features/2001/08/margaret_thatcher

www.newstatesman.com/Books/300000075660
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Organisation structure

Learning outcomes

On completion of this chapter you should be able to:

● understand and use the terminology of organisational structure;

● explain the main factors that affect structure;

● explain the different types of structure commonly found in organisations;

● explain how structures affect organisations;

● understand recent developments in the organisational structures.

Key concepts

● bureaucracy

● hierarchy

● centralisation and decentralisation

● multifunctional, multidivisional and matrix structures

● network structures, virtual organisations and partnerships

● organisation size

● technology

● business environment

● structure–environment fit

● organic and mechanistic forms

● flexible working

Stephen Swailes

7
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The way that an organisation is structured is one of several key variables influencing its per-

formance and the attitudes and behaviour of people working in it. Structural effects on

workplace behaviour are of particular interest given the ongoing emphasis placed upon

ways of creating and sustaining flexible organisations and the pivotal role that individuals

and teams have in achieving corporate objectives. We will see in this chapter how theory

and ideas about organisational structure have evolved, and explore current ideas about

structuring organisations.

Introduction

Work organisations strive to meet economic and social objectives, and the senior
managers who work in them face the ever-present task of creating and sustaining a
competitive organisation. Managers are constantly evaluating the markets in which
they operate as well as the behaviour of competitors. As well as a sharp external
focus, senior managers must keep a close watch on what is happening inside the
organisation. 

Internal issues and problems may be connected to the way the organisation is
structured, and this can have a critical influence on the ability of organisations to
sustain high levels of individual achievement and performance. The idea that an
organisation’s structure and processes should fit or match its environment has been
around for a long time – and there is evidence that firms with good
structure/environmental fit perform better than those without good fit (Habib and
Victor, 1991; Ghoshal and Nohria, 1993). Getting the structure ‘right’ presents
problems that are unique to the organisation because it involves the problems of
organising a particular set of employees to ‘manage out’ inefficiencies and conflict
so that the workforce can deliver maximum value to the organisation’s customers.
Organisational structure has a fundamental bearing on organisational behaviour,
and this chapter examines some of the ways organisations are structured and high-
lights some of the management issues that arise. 

What is structure?

Organisations have some form of hierarchy which is concerned with the lines of
authority used to ensure that people know who they take information and guidance
from and to whom they are accountable. The various reporting relationships
combine to create a hierarchical (scalar) structure in which, as one ascends the hier-
archy, managerial positions become fewer but are associated with higher levels of
responsibility. At the top of the hierarchy sits a chief executive with ultimate
responsibility for the whole organisation.

Even in small organisations people will be grouped into different sections or
departments. A small clothing manufacturer might comprise departments covering
design and fashion, purchasing, production, marketing and general administration.
This type of organisation is built around functional areas such as production and
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marketing. As the size of organisation increases, the attraction of organising into
divisions and departments becomes stronger for reasons that we will examine later
(in structural terms, divisions are usually much larger than departments).

Thus, a traditional view of organisation structure is that it describes the way
an organisation is configured into work groups and the reporting and authority
relationships that connect individuals and groups together. Structure acts to create
separate identities for different work groups and has a big influence on the effec-
tiveness with which individuals and groups communicate. The purpose of
structure is to organise and distribute work among the members of an organis-
ation so that their activities are best harnessed to meet the organisation’s goals
and objectives.

Talking about structure

As with all subjects there is a vocabulary to describe the concepts and variables that
are associated with organisation structure. The most important of these are dis-
cussed below.

Centralisation and decentralisation

Centralisation is the extent to which authority for decision making in the organisation is
centralised so that it rests with top management. In heavily centralised organisations a
head office typically keeps tight control over all important decisions. Divisional
managers may be consulted over decisions affecting them but the balance of
decision-making autonomy lies with the centre. Where top managers give substan-
tial scope to participate in and take decisions at or near the place where the work is
performed the structure is said to be decentralised. Such autonomy, when given,
commonly includes freedom to work within a budget, choosing ways of working,
scope to innovate with products and services and to liaise with suppliers and cus-
tomers. Centralisation gives overall control to a few people and has the advantage
that decisions are more likely to be consistent and jobs at lower levels should be
simplified because important decisions are removed. The disadvantages of centrali-
sation are that it can become a byword for unhelpful bureaucracy that slows down
the pace of decision making, and front-line employees can feel that they have little
responsibility to think about things that they feel are important.

Decentralisation, in theory, provides greater potential for motivating employees
and, because decisions are taken nearer the place of work, the organisation can react
faster and in a smarter way to customers’ needs. In an extensive review, however,
Hales (1999) shows that the concept of decentralisation is far from clear and cau-
tions that decentralisation alone is unlikely to bring about much change to
managerial behaviour. Only when human resource management practices such as
selection, training and reward are changed are the conditions for new behaviour
created. 
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Vertical differentiation is the extent to which an organisation structure comprises different
levels of authority. Horizontal differentiation is the extent to which the organisation is
divided into specialisms (Wilson and Rosenfeld, 1990). Thus an organisation with
many reporting levels in its hierarchy and which is organised into many different
product or service areas would be highly differentiated. An organisation with a
small number of employees and which is engaged in a single product area might
have three levels of vertical differentiation (directors, middle managers and super-
visors) but little horizontal differentiation.

Integration

Integration refers to the extent to which different levels in the hierarchy are coordinated
(vertical integration) and the extent to which coordination occurs across functional areas
(horizontal integration) (Wilson and Rosenfeld, 1990). The concepts of differentiation
and integration were also used by Lawrence and Lorsch (1967), who saw differenti-
ation as the extent to which an organisation breaks up, such that different
departments focus upon and serve different markets. The more this happens, the
more the goals and values and ways of operating of the departments come to differ.
Even when high differentiation occurs there is a need to coordinate departmental
activities around the common goals of the organisation, and integration refers to
the extent to which coordination occurs. Thus we can imagine an organisation
operating in a complex business environment to be highly differentiated but also
highly integrated. 

Specialisation

In small organisations where the variety of work is low, employees can move
between jobs to build up their versatility and interchangeability. As organisations get
bigger and as the nature of the work done diversifies, then it is more likely that
employees start to specialise in the type of work that they do. Specialisation is the
extent to which there are different specialist roles in an organisation: the higher the
number of specialist roles the higher the degree of specialisation. Specialisation also
refers to the extent to which employees engaged in similar or closely related tasks are
grouped together. This is called routine specialisation and occurs when jobs are split
down such that employees only do one or a few parts of a job but not the whole job.
High specialisation has the advantage that employees reach high levels of efficiency,
and control is simplified as jobs are tightly defined. Possible disadvantages include
creating a climate of inflexibility, creating workers who do not see or who are not
interested in the ‘big picture’, and creating work that, over time, becomes boring.

Formalisation

Formalisation is the tendency of an organisation to create and impose written policies,
rules and procedures that govern the way work is carried out. This includes job descrip-
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tions and staff manuals detailing the procedures for staff to follow in given situ-
ations, many of them trivial in the minds of employees.

Span of control

The number of people that can be efficiently coordinated by one person varies
between organisations and in particular with the nature of the work undertaken.
The number of employees that report directly to a manager is called the span of control. It
ranges from one upwards but for practical reasons is unlikely to be above 100. As
the span of control increases so does the problem of control and coordination. The
number of subordinates reporting directly to a manager is commonly around
10–12. Above this, some other level of management or supervision is usually intro-
duced.

Bureaucracy

The term ‘bureaucracy’ in an organisational context relates to the work of Max
Weber (1864–1920). Weber was concerned with understanding the ‘rationalisation’
of Western society. This is basically about understanding the ways in which the
choices that people have over the ways they do things were increasingly con-
strained by laws, rules and regulations. Bureaucracy is a key part of rationalisation
and it embraces several aspects of organisations such as hierarchical structures,
employees having clear responsibilities, rules and procedures, managers having
legitimate authority based on their position in the organisation, and employees
that are motivated to achieve organisational goals. Weber was concerned that the
future held out only prospects for greater rationalisation, and his contribution to
organisation theory is expanded in Chapter 5.
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‘Resistance is useless’

Near the start of The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy, a Vogon demolition fleet comes to

demolish the Earth to make way for a hyperspace bypass. The Vogon captain positions his

ships above the Earth and announces to all mankind that, as all Earthlings should be aware

by now, the planet is to be demolished and that it will occur in two minutes. Observing the

panic on the planet, the Vogon captain comes over the worldwide public address system

and says that there’s no point acting surprised about this as the planning charts and dem-

olition orders have been displayed in the Earth’s local planning department on Alpha

Centauri for 50 Earth years – it’s too late to complain now. Moments later Earth is obliter-

ated. 

Vogons are one of the most unpleasant races of all – not evil but bad tempered, bureau-

cratic, officious and callous. The last surviving Earthman, Arthur Dent, and his companion

Ford Prefect, had miraculously been transported onto the captain’s spaceship just before

his planet was destroyed. With no sympathy for hitchhikers the captain orders them to be

Illustration in film
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thrown out into the vacuum of space. ‘You can’t throw us into space, we’re trying to write a

book,’ cries Ford. ‘Resistance is useless,’ replies the Vogon guard – the first phrase taught

to him when he joined the corps and which he repeats in the face of their protests. 

The point of this illustration is to show that what seems logical to one part of a bureauc-

racy may not be logical to someone in another part. What assists one employee may be

seen by others as counterproductive. I don’t know about you, but I see Vogons everywhere.

They have been in all the organisations that I have worked in – usually they end up with

good jobs. Often I have left meetings with them thinking ‘resistance is useless’.

Walter Bagehot, the English economist who died in 1877, observed that ‘It is an

inevitable defect that bureaucrats will care more for routine than for results.’ Sound fam-

iliar?

Structural types

Multifunctional structures

Large corporations appeared in the USA earlier than in Europe (Hannah, 1976: 2)
and were common by the end of the nineteenth century. One of the reasons for
their success is thought to be related to the structure they employed. This com-
monly involved centralised control and the existence of separate functional
departments, for example for purchasing, production, marketing (see Figure 7.1).
Another aspect of their structure was vertical integration, that is, the bringing together
of operations such as buying materials, production and assembly, distribution and retailing
under the control of one enterprise (Hannah, 1976: 3). Note that this is a different
meaning of vertical integration to that given above. Here, vertical integration refers
to the extent to which the different stages involved in getting products to customers
are owned and controlled by the same organisation, whereas the previous meaning,
above, referred to the extent to which an organisation’s hierarchical levels are coor-
dinated.

General Motors, the large US car manufacturer, built itself on centralised control
over a functionally divisionalised structure and had become a benchmark organis-
ation for other large corporations in the 1940s (Drucker, 1975). The multifunctional

Head Office

MarketingResearch and
development

PurchasingFinance Production

Figure 7.1 Centralised, functionally departmentalised structure in a manufacturing organisation
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form (also called the unitary or U-Form) separates and organises according to the
various inputs to a firm’s business operations. It is viable where products share
common production methods and technologies, and it allows employees to become
highly specialised in their work. Large US organisations had kept basically the same
structure for decades, but changes from the 1960s onwards caused them to adopt a
more restless attitude towards their structures. The reasons are summarised below
(Drucker, 1975).

● Companies in the developing service sectors needed different structures to
those that had suited big manufacturers.

● Firms were using multiple technologies to produce bigger product ranges.

● Multinational operations were growing, and new structures were needed to
serve markets and make the best use of market information.

● New technologies and new markets called for entrepreneurial thinking and
faster responses from managers and the growing numbers of knowledge
workers. 

Drucker did not prescribe what alternative structures should be like but he did make
some points that are still relevant today. 

1 Structures need to integrate three things: production of the product/service;
innovating around future products/services; and management’s vision for the
future.

2 Structures do not evolve by themselves. They require careful thought and
analysis, and should match a carefully articulated vision of what the
organisation wants to achieve.

3 Work and jobs should be designed to fit with the aspirations of the people
doing them. 

4 The hierarchical organisation structure of superordinates and subordinates is
virtually inescapable. Scalar structures give protection to employees, combined
with the freedom to innovate.

Mini-case 7.1 illustrates the relevance of Drucker’s points today.
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To centralise or not to centralise

This case shows how structure can be changed in

response to environmental pressures. The company

concerned makes feedstuff for cattle, pigs and

poultry. It employs around 1500 staff in several

locations. Feeds are delivered directly to farms and

there are no sales to other sectors. Thus anything

that affects livestock levels will be felt directly by the

company.

The company ran decentralised businesses

with regional managers having substantial power

to make their own decisions (high decision

autonomy). Adverse conditions affecting farmers

forced them to seek cost savings in animal feeds.

The company reacted to falling demand and

Mini-case 7.1: Changing from a decentralised to a centralised structure
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Multidivisional structures

Although functional structures were influential in early twentieth century econ-
omic growth, their effectiveness was questioned by the 1970s, as we have seen,
when a more efficient structure, called the multidivisional form, began to replace
them (Figure 7.2). In this form, divisions were created to look after all aspects of the pro-
duction of a particular product, that is, from purchasing materials through manufacturing
and distribution.

In this sense, multidivisional structures focus on a firm’s outputs rather than its
inputs in that structure centres around the main product types, not the inputs, in
terms of resources and knowledge needed to create them. They overcome the
dangers of weak communication and coordination inherent in multifunctional
structures and should allow faster response to market changes. Faster reaction is
possible as each division has access to, and control over, the key resources it needs,
for example market forecasting and production facilities. The multidivisional form
is also referred to as the M-form of organisation.

Toyota’s divisional structure is made up of separate divisions for Textile
Machinery, Compressors, Vehicles, Engines, Materials Handling and Technology
Development. The headquarters is divided into a separate Corporate Centre, which
deals with strategy and administration of the company, and a Business Support
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pressure on prices by switching to a centralised,

multifunctional form on the grounds that this

would hand back tight control over costs to top

management.

A consequence of the switch, which involved

taking away some of the responsibilities from

regional managers, was that staff morale diminished.

A classic outcome from multifunctional structures

also arose: that is, the sales teams sought a wide

range of speciality feeds in order to win business

from customers whereas the manufacturing division

wanted to reduce the number of product lines and

make longer production runs of standard products.

This case emphasises the practical dilemmas that

can face top management. On the one hand, they

have to react to falling demand for their product. On

the other hand, the classic solution of taking control

away from salespeople can lead to low morale and

runs a high risk of quashing the innovative spirit that

the company needs to manage its way out of the

crisis.

Head Of fice

Division A
(e.g. cars)

Finance
Tax

Treasury

Division C
(e.g. household

goods)

Division B
(e.g. industrial

equipment)

Figure 7.2 Multidivisional structure
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Office, which supports all divisions. The energy company BP, which employs over
100,000 people and which operates in over 100 countries, has four divisions:
Exploration and Production; Gas, Power and Renewables; Refining and Marketing;
and Petrochemicals. Each of these businesses has a chief executive and contains
several business units that report to the chief executive. 

Although divisional structures are better aligned to markets, senior management
has to ensure that the advantages are not eroded by duplication and diseconomies
of scale. When the organisation is structured according to its outputs, extensive
communication across functional areas, such as between manufacturing and logis-
tics, has to take place. A variation of the multidivisional form uses the same
structure as in Figure 7.2 but replaces divisions based on product categories with
divisions based upon geographic regions in which the company operates. For
example, a global vehicles manufacturer could structure on divisions serving North
America, Latin America, Europe, Asia-Pacific and the Middle East plus Africa. This
type of structure is used by multinational enterprises who feel that the best way of
serving geographically diverse markets is to produce and distribute goods locally,
allowing managers to meet local product–market preferences brought about by cul-
tural differences.

Matrix structures

So far we have seen how organisations can be structured along functional lines to
gain benefits of specialisation and along divisional or geographic lines to gain a
strong focus on the market. A drawback of the divisional structure is the possibility
of duplication of effort. For example, if several divisions operate their own pur-
chasing function there may be duplication and possibly a lack of shared
information about purchasing that could lead to inefficiencies.

Structural types 187

A matrix and a motor manufacturer

At US motor manufacturer General Motors the

Information Technology (IT) staff had been taken out

of the mainstream company to an outside organis-

ation. The outside organisation was running GM’s

information systems, and leadership of the infor-

mation technology and systems functions had been

dissipated. 

A new Chief Information Executive appointed five

Chief Information Officers to work with GM’s five

main geographic divisions, for example North

America, Europe and Asia-Pacific. Five Process

Information Officers were also appointed to work on

technical areas affecting all divisions. These covered

supply chain management, product development,

production, the customer experience and business

services.

Divisional CIOs reported to the Corporate Chief

Information Officer as well as to their Divisional

Heads. Process Information Officers reported only to

the Corporate Chief Information Officer. Over time,

the matrix, or ‘basket weave’ as it became known,

helped to cut GM’s IT budget by 25 per cent and cut

the number of information systems used in half. An

advantage of the matrix structure is that the ‘creative

tension’ that arose led to good-quality decisions

about priorities and funding. 

Mini-case 7.2: Matrix structure and IT management
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Another structural form open to managers is the matrix. Its distinguishing

feature is that employees have two and sometimes more lines of authority to report
to. One line of authority, often the functional area, manages the formal side of the
employment contract such as performance management and salary negotiations.
The other line(s) of authority are used to involve employees in ongoing projects and
initiatives that are part of their work. (Refer to Mini-case 7.2.)

When there is a real need for staff to spread their time across a range of different
activities, matrix structures have something to offer. They can help to push forward
progress on a number of fronts simultaneously and allow staff to reap the benefits
of working together in functional areas. The main objections to matrix structures
concern their ability to create confusion over who reports to whom, about the pri-
orities that should be attached to different tasks, loss of accountability and
ineffective information management. Since the functional line manager will have
position power (see Chapter 8) over the project manager(s), and since there are
unlikely to be formalised rules and procedures for participation in development
projects, there is a danger that unproductive power struggles can evolve. The focus
of attention, the customer, can be lost in such struggles as priorities shift towards
self-interest and political posturing. However, matrix structures do not have to
apply to the whole organisation and often apply only to a part of it. 

Bartlett and Ghoshal (1990) made the point that the strategies that are followed
by leading corporations have outstripped the abilities of organisational structures to
support them. They suggested that there is a ‘structural-complexity’ trap that paral-
yses the ability of companies to react quickly to market needs. As such, they felt that
top managers should concentrate less on finding the ‘ideal’ corporate structure and
concentrate more on creating the right attitudes and behaviour in a high-commit-
ment work climate. One way of enabling this is to get employees thinking of the
organisation as a matrix while not actually using a matrix structure. Figure 7.3
shows how a matrix structure operates in a university Business School that groups
its staff into four ‘divisions’: marketing, human resource management, strategy and
finance. A Head of Programmes is responsible for new course development. There
are also heads of teaching quality and of research and business development. 

Each division has a Subject Leader who is responsible for day-to-day staff man-
agement. The line of authority is through the Subject Leader to the Dean. When
lecturers are teaching on a particular course they have obligations to the Head of
Programmes. They may also have a responsibility to colleagues at the same hierar-
chical level, for example if they are is teaching on a course for which a colleague is
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Given the reported success of the matrix struc-

ture for IT at GM, why isn’t it used more widely?

The reason is that the matrix suited GM at the

time given the structural changes that had occurred

previously. It was right for the size of the company

and also right to deal with the complexity of the ways

that IT was managed. Another reason why more

companies do not use a matrix is that not enough top

managers are able to control and leverage the cre-

ative tension that is generated.

Source: Based on Prewitt (2003)
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 the course director. Lecturers are also responsible to a Head of Quality and,
depending upon their workloads, will work with a Head of Research and Business
Development. Each person has at least two lines of authority: to the Dean for line
management and to a Head of Programmes. Additionally, those staff who conduct
research or business development will have obligations to those Heads.

The matrix structure shown here replaced a multidivisional form in which about
100 academics were divided into five Schools. The old structure had caused ineffi-
ciencies in that rivalry between some of the smaller Schools was causing delays in
the overall ability to develop and deliver programmes speedily and effectively. Some
academics with very similar teaching interests worked in different Schools and this
had impeded the exchange of ideas and knowledge.

While they have much to offer in theory, perhaps the last word on matrix struc-
tures comes from St Matthew, who wrote that ‘no man can serve two masters’.
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University
top management
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Figure 7.3 A matrix structure in a university business school
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Network structures

What matters most in structuring organisations is not what type of structure is used
but how well it works. With this in mind, many organisations are now tending
towards a structure based on networks to complement multifunctional or multidi-
visional structures (Sullivan, 1996). Rather than have all, or at least most of, the
activities needed to produce a product or service in one organisation, in network
structures a small core organisation coordinates, for example, design, production,
transportation and marketing across four legally and geographically separate organ-
isations. The central core is rather like a spider tugging on the strands of a web
reaching out to the other organisations in the network. These other organisations
may be removed or added to give the most flexible arrangement.
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● Decentralisation of authority and responsibility

● Defined by horizontal connections between groups (nodes) of equals rather than vertical

connections to super-ordinates. Links can be voluntary as much as formal

● Tasks are broadly defined and spans of control can be large

● Departmental and geographical boundaries are dismantled

● Many people can assume leadership roles

● Trust, support and shared responsibility are needed between people in different roles

● Informal communication is high and two-way

● Networks need people who are flexible, team orientated, task focused and who are good

decision makers

● Authority derives from knowledge and skills, not position

Main characteristics of networks

Being based on links between teams and individuals, networks create a climate
for developing a strong sense of identity with project goals and with other people
working towards a common purpose. To achieve this, each team needs to be absol-
utely clear what it is there for (a clear purpose), and people can belong to more than
one team to help with shared understanding and communications between teams. 

Networked structures have many advantages. They maximise the potential and
freedom to react quickly to local market needs while retaining large, sometimes
global, scale operations. Groups (cells) of people with devolved responsibility can
leverage their local skills and knowledge. Disagreement and conflict can be tackled
in a more constructive, task-oriented climate, in contrast to the often territorial
climate present in multidivisional or multifunctional structures.

Virtual organisations

Until the recent and rapid development of ICT there were limits on the nature of
organisations caused by the problems of coordinating and communicating over
large distances. With time and distance no longer barriers it is possible to create
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organisations that are geographically dispersed but which are held together by ICT
– virtual organisations.

These have been defined as ‘almost edgeless, with permeable and continuously
changing interfaces between company, supplier and customers. From inside the firm, the
view will be no less amorphous with traditional offices, departments and operating div-
isions constantly reforming according to need’ (Davidow and Malone, 1992). Such an
organisational ‘structure’ is a clear culmination of an information-based and con-
stantly evolving enterprise. Essentially, they are like a network of connections into
indivduals, groups, teams and parts of formal organisations. They are suited to rapid
exchanges of information in order to solve problems or locate resources.

There is no shared physical location, and the virtual organisation concept is
attractive to small organisations that can link up with other organisations into a
network to access or provide value-adding services. A common focus for a virtual
organisation is a series of projects undertaken for clients. To provide services to
clients, virtual organisations bring together varied expertise so each partner needs
to have a distinctive competence. To simplify communications with a client, one
person representing the virtual organisation can act as a gateway to the complex
set-up that lies behind it.

Virtual organisations can grow naturally out of the historic ties between
companies or can be put together by a broker who works to bring the differing
sources of expertise together having established what the client wants. To work
well, a virtual organisation requires high levels of trust among the partners as they
at some point depend upon each other. Virtual organisations can be intentionally
short-lived and, because of their loose structure, dissolving one or withdrawing
from one can occur without protracted and formal legal proceedings. Ahuja and
Carley (1998a, 1998b) explored the structure that arose in the information trans-
mitted in a virtual organisation and found evidence for three dimensions of
structure. These were: hierarchical levels; degree of hierarchy, which is the extent to
which people reciprocate in information flows; and centralisation. In this sense, the
virtual organisation exhibited characteristics of traditional organisational forms.
Their findings are interesting and suggest that even where attempts to banish struc-
ture are made, it is human nature to recreate it. The key features of the various
structural forms discussed above are summarised in Table 7.1.

Partnership working

The UK public sector uses Local Strategic Partnerships (LSP), which illustrate how
public organisations are networking in order to tackle problems and improve serv-
ices in areas like regional economic development, crime and housing. In an LSP a
range of local organisations works together in partnership with local communities.
As well as public bodies, business organisations, community and voluntary bodies
can be involved and work closely together. LSPs are voluntary arrangements that
vary widely in terms of size, who is in them and what they exist for. Four types or
modes of LSP can be identified although any one LSP may have characteristics of
the different types (Street et al., 2004):
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Advisory – the LSP is a discussion forum to build consensus around issues. This type
has no staff, no budget and makes no decisions.
Commissioning – this type has its own staff and the authority to make decisions and
to commission projects.
Laboratory – this type functions as a think-tank seeking new ways of working and
designing local services. It is innovative and will choose its members for their cre-
ativity.
Community empowerment – this type draws together community networks.

Because of the differing purposes that LSPs can have it is important that they are
able to decide how to govern themselves. The Laboratory type needs very few
ground rules compared to a Commissioning type, which would need clearer bound-
aries and agreement among members. Factors for successful LSPs include the
following (Bottrill, 2003; Street et al., 2004):

● All members need a shared understanding of what their respective
contributions are.

● Early clarification of what the LSP’s aims and objectives are, what it should and
should not do and early setting of realistic targets.

● The power base of LSP members may differ markedly so it is important to
clarify where decision-making power lies and how decisions will be
implemented. Members with low power need to feel that they are heard and
that they make valued contributions.

● Access to ways of resolving major disagreements and conflict.

● Providing personal development to enhance community leadership skills.

● Patience is needed to build trust and confidence. Partners must be aware of
how their emotions and behaviour influence the building of trust – being
challenging and supportive at the same time does not come easily.

● LSPs should not be overshadowed by bureaucracy, so a light touch with rules is
needed while looking out for good practice in other LSPs.

● The LSP should be allowed to decide its optimal organisation structure

● It should be recognised that diverse membership (e.g., police, health services,
local authority) may lead to communication becoming bogged down in jargon
that becomes incomprehensible to many. Simple language is needed to create
shared understanding. Recognising that the diverse organisations in an LSP do
things their own way (have different cultures) is also important.

Partnership working 193

Public–private partnerships

In a change of policy in the 1990s the UK govern-

ment set out proposals for much more involvement of

the private sector in public investment projects such

as the building of roads, hospitals and prisons – the

Private Finance Initiative (PFI). Big projects involve

risk, which is sometimes best handled by private

Mini-case 7.3: The Public Finance Initiative
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organisations. Where this applies, the logic is that

the risks should be transferred to the private sector.

If some risk remains that cannot be best handled by

private contractors then partial responsibility stays

with the public sector.

The PFI has enabled more projects to be under-

taken for a given amount of public spending and

enables projects to be completed more quickly. The

most common form of PFI involves business organis-

ations designing, financing, building and operating a

facility based upon specifications drawn up by the

public sector. The private sector owns the facility, for

example a hospital, and receives payment from the

public sector for its use over a contractual period.

PFI projects can be from a few hundred thousand

pounds for a school extension to several billion

pounds for the Channel Tunnel Rail Link. Most PFI

spending is on transportation, health, defence and

education. For more details of the PFI see Allen

(2001).

Influences on structure

Having seen the main structural forms, we need to look at some of the main factors
that influence the type of structure found. These include organisation strategy,
organisation size, the technologies used by organisations, internal power struggles
and the nature of the business environment. In other words, structure is thought to
be dependent on or influenced by some key variables. This contingency approach is
discussed in Chapter 5 and is so called because structure is seen to be contingent
upon (dependent on) external influences.

Strategy and structure

A classic study of the strategy/structure relationship (Chandler, 1962) stems from
work on the strategies and structures of large US companies. Chandler (1962)
defined structure as ‘the design of organisation through which the enterprise is adminis-
tered’. This includes the lines of authority and communication between the
different administrative offices and the information and data that flow through
these lines of authority and communication.

One of his main conclusions was that the structure of an organisation follows its
strategy: that is, having set out a strategy, an organisation needs to make decisions
about roles and responsibilities and about how resources (capital, machinery,
expertise) would be distributed in the organisation to assist the implementation of
strategy. As an organisation adjusts its strategy, many small and occasionally some
large adjustments need to be made to its structure. This line of thinking became
widely accepted, but it is important to appreciate the differences between the com-
petitive environments that exist now and those that existed in Chandler’s time.

In the 1950s, the demand for manufactured goods often exceeded their supply,
and organisations were ‘pulled’ along by consumers anxious to raise their standard
of living. The idea that an organisation could rationally determine its strategy and
then put in place a structure to help achieve it was widely held. However, seeing
strategy as determining long-term goals and then allocating resources to achieve
them represents a simplistic view of what we now think strategy involves. Supply
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usually now exceeds demand, and the points made by Drucker, above, have ampli-
fied. Long-term planning is much more problematic, and strategy is seen more as
something that emerges from the organisation’s efforts to stay competitive. While
strategy still has a direct effect on structure it also seems likely that structure will
influence the strategic behaviour of an organisation.

Technology and structure

For the purpose of this discussion, technology refers to the processes by which an organ-
isation transforms its inputs into outputs. According to this definition all organisations
employ a technology although the level or sophistication of technology used may
be low. A classic study into the effects of technology on organisations was published
by Joan Woodward in 1958 (see Chapter 5). Woodward found that when 92 English
firms were grouped according to similarities among their production methods and
technology, each production system coincided with a particular pattern of organis-
ation. The three production methods she described were:

● small batch or unit production;

● large batch and mass production, for example car manufacture;

● continuous production, for example of plastics and chemicals.

Woodward’s main findings were:

1 The number of levels of authority increased with technical complexity from
three to six.

2 The span of control of the first-line supervisor was higher in mass production
(41–50) than in unit production (21–30), which was higher than in process
production (11–20).

3 The ratio of managers and supervisors to employees was higher in process
production than in mass production, which was higher than in unit
production.

The importance of Woodward’s study is that it stimulated a continuing interest
in the relationship between technology and organisations. Charles Perrow (1967)
researched US organisations, taking a broader view of technology than Woodward.
His view embodied:

● the level of routine and variation present in a job; and

● the ease with which breaks in the routine can be analysed and solved.

Thus, the lowest level of technology involved low levels of variation (high routine) and
easy-to-find solutions to any problems that occurred. The highest level of technology
occurredwhenthe jobwasnon-routineandwhenproblemsrequired individualanalysis
before solutions to them could be found. Using this and other ways of categorising tech-
nologies, researchers have looked at the link between the level of technology and
organisational variables. Their results have been consistent with Woodward’s earlier
findings (Wilson and Rosenfeld, 1990). Some trends emerging from the research are:
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1 High levels of repetitive work tend to be associated with increasing vertical and
horizontal integration (Hage and Aiken, 1969).

2 High levels of routine work tend to be associated with high levels of
formalisation, that is, written rules and procedures (Miller et al., 1991).

3 In routine work settings, there tends to be little requirement for decision
making at the lower levels in the organisation. Middle managers are powerful
and there is little cooperation between groups and departments.

4 In high technology settings, there is more discretion at lower levels and greater
communication between people and groups in the hierarchy.

Information technology and structure

Information and communication technology (ICT) has had a direct effect on struc-
ture. Organisations continually react to changes in their markets, and this leads
over time to a build-up of new roles and responsibilities. While each new role makes
sense, the long-term effect is to add complexity and to slow down decision making.
Every so often organisations completely reconfigure their structure in an effort to
keep their market alignment. As markets continue to grow in complexity one might
think that organisation structures will reach a limit to their capacity to respond.
This, for the moment, is not happening because of the increasing sophistication of
ICT, which is proving to be one of the ‘levellers’ of hierarchy (Day 1999).

ICT increases the quality and quantity of information available to employees. As
the amount of information available rises, then managers are able to use it to take
more control over processes and operations. Conversely, managers are in a position
to push the information closer to the point at which work is carried out and
increase the responsibility placed on employees to use it effectively. Perhaps both
can occur in the same organisation.

Where jobs include high levels of technology then the skills and knowledge
employees have will change to match the technology. There may come a point when
employees at the ‘lowest’ levels in an organisation know as much as people above them,
and this would put pressure on supervisors and middle managers. Since new tech-
nologies and the information that goes with them require specialist understanding,
then it may be best for organisations to increase the autonomy of ‘lower’ level
employees towork in teams to sortout theproblemsoforganisingandcontrollingwork.

Some large organisations such as financial companies were early users of com-
puters in the 1960s, although the widespread use of information systems did not
begin to quicken until the 1980s. Computers began to affect all areas of business by
enabling analyses of high volumes of data as well as the control of machines and
systems. Mukherji (2002) gives several effects that computers have had on structure:

● The growth of information systems facilitated decentralisation by enabling
communication and control from a distance, and has assisted matrix and
networked structures.

● There is increased routinisation of some jobs yet at the same time they give
employees access to much more data.

Chapter 7 • Organisation structure196
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● They help to reduce the number of hierarchical levels.

● Much closer links have been created with suppliers and customers such that
business operations are more integrated.

● Boundaries between divisions in an organisation and between organisations
have become fuzzy and less relevant.

● The internet has revolutionised the way small businesses in particular can
operate.

Argyres (1999) suggested that ICT can act as a substitute for structure by providing
virtual ‘structural forms characterised by greater decentralisation and less formalisa-
tion’ and that extensive use of ICT often co-occurs with flatter and more
decentralised structures. The continued development of ICT seems likely to con-
tinue to influence organisation structures by further enabling shifts towards
networked and virtual forms, at least in competitive and fast-moving markets.

Size and structure

Another classic study of organisations, the Aston studies, is briefly summarised here.
The Aston studies found that, for British firms in the 1960s, the effect of technology
on structure diminished in large organisations (Wilson and Rosenfeld, 1990) and
that size (determined by the number of employees) seemed to have a strong effect
on structure. As the number of employees grows there is a tendency for staff in dif-
ferent specialisations to be grouped together so that management can achieve the
levels of control it seeks and so that employees benefit from sharing knowledge and
ideas. As organisations get bigger the problem of managing the various specialist
departments increases. One common approach to this problem is to decentralise:
that is, to push decision-making authority down the hierarchy to the specialist
departments. The appeal of grouping together people with similar tasks, knowledge
and expertise, coupled with management’s inability to directly manage diverse spe-
cialisms, leads to greater formalisation, decentralisation and specialisation.

The studies highlighted some dilemmas with organisation structure. Getting
employees involved and participating in their work is a good thing but the hierar-
chies needed to control activities tend to reduce participation, leading to a waste of
potential opportunity. Another dilemma comes from the use of standard work rou-
tines versus personal contribution (standardisation) that could lead to higher levels
of job satisfaction and improved work outcomes. The third dilemma concerns spe-
cialisation versus common goals since, arguably, groups of specialists may be
tempted to work towards their own goals rather than share common goals. There is
also the related danger of ‘groupthink’ in which pressures to agree with actions in
pursuit of goals are so great that employees cannot show dissent. Such unques-
tioning pursuit of common goals leads to poor decision making as the group
becomes more and more immune from real changes in its operating environment.
Structural dilemmas such as these are independent of products and markets.
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The business environment

Another classic study that concerned organisations and their relationship with the
environment was by Burns and Stalker (1961). Their lasting contribution to the
structure debate was to propose two ideal types of working organisation – one
‘mechanistic’ and adapted to stable operating conditions, and one ‘organic’ and
much better adapted to unstable conditions and climates for change.

Burns and Stalker saw mechanistic structures as those in which tasks and prob-
lems facing the overall organisation are broken down into specialisms, with each
employee fulfilling his or her task. Tasks are carried out in isolation, and top man-
agement is responsible for ensuring that tasks are coordinated and meaningful to
the organisation. Communication tends to be up and down lines of authority rather
than across them. Characterised by structures that look like family trees, interaction
flows upwards, is filtered at different levels, and responses are transmitted down the
line.

Organic structures are far better suited to unstable operating conditions in which
new problems are created which cannot efficiently be solved by mechanistic pro-
cesses. Organic structures give less attention to describing and defining particular
jobs. Demarcation is avoided and people conduct their jobs with knowledge of the
organisation’s overall purpose and of the contributions made by others. Interaction
and communication run across the organisation as much as up and down it.

Burns and Stalker did not describe a structure itself, but rather the characteristics
of both slow-moving and reactive organisations. Their findings are still very
important for organisation theory. Managers need to continually assess whether the
structure existing in their organisation is stimulating the right attitudes and behav-
iour to bring about change. Table 7.2 illustrates the prime differences between
organic and mechanistic structures.

The Burns and Stalker hypothesis, that the bureaucracy of mechanistic organis-
ations impedes organisational learning and communication, is widely accepted. The
contrasting organic style has become so sought after that as a general model for out-
comes of a structure it is ‘accepted wisdom’ (Bierly and Spender, 1995). An
interesting twist to this hypothesis, however, was proposed by Perrow (1984), who
analysed high-risk organisations and projects. Perrow argued that technological
progress has overtaken our ability to manage such technologies. He pointed to prob-
lems with the organic system argument, namely that when the consequences of
failure affect only the future of an organisation, the risk can be taken. But when the
risk extends to events such as the loss of military weapons or national secrets, cata-
strophic pollution incidents or to organisations that absorb massive public spending,
it is inappropriate to look for loose, flexible management structures. Organisation
theorists might dwell on the logic of this argument and consider whether the mech-
anistic form is better suited when the consequence of failure would be catastrophic.

Summary of influences on structure

So far we have seen four classic influences upon structure: strategy, technology,
organisation size and the business environment. These factors variously affect
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Table 7.2 A comparison of mechanistic and organic systems of management

Organic Mechanistic

Contributive nature of knowledge and experience

to common tasks

Specialised differentiation of tasks

Adjustments and redefinition of tasks through

interaction and communication

Changes to roles are slow and procedural

A network structure for control, authority and

communication

Hierarchic structure of control, authority and

communication

Knowledge located anywhere in the network Knowledge assumed to reside at the top

Lateral outlooks and communication Vertical outlooks and communication

Information and advice Instruction and decisions

Commitment to common tasks Loyalty to organisation, obedience to supervisors

Value contacts with external centres of expertise Internal focus

Source: Based on Burns and Stalker (1961).

decisions over centralisation and decentralisation, functionalisation and divisional-
isation, the amount of specialisation and spans of control. From an organisational
behaviour viewpoint, pinpointing the influences on structure and the influences
that structure has on individuals and the performance of an organisation is highly
complex. There are so many interrelated variables that it requires large-scale and
highly detailed studies of the kind undertaken by Chandler, Woodward, and the
Aston group before managers can be confident in their findings. Burns and Stalker
show that the effects that different structures can have on a workforce in terms of
positive attitudes and behaviour are far more important than the actual structures
adopted.

Criticisms of the contingency approach

The Aston group assumed that since all organisations have to develop structures,
then patterns and regularities will emerge over time across thousands of organis-
ations. As all organisations are unique then a systematic study of similarities and
differences among them should lead to useful organisation theory if the patterns
and regularities can be identified. One criticism is that contingency theory does not
offer much practical advice to managers who have to organise people and things. It
points out some dilemmas for managers to think about, but what else? Another
problem is that, in any organisation, there are hundreds of variables that influence
the attitudes and behaviour of employees. These variables come from aspects of the
roles and jobs that people do, from personal factors as well as from aspects of the
organisation itself. Since the Aston studies were published, we have recognised that
different national cultures have different approaches to work and organising. These
approaches put differing emphasis on variables such as the amount of participation
and consultation that employees might expect or how much responsibility for work
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is individualised or collective. Scandinavian cultures are highly participative
whereas the French culture is more authoritarian, for example. Studies are mostly
Anglo-American and, while they aimed to find generalisable theory about structure,
the theories are highly Westernised.

The organisation as a system

Our focus so far has been on the structural forms that are found and what they look
like. It is, however, dangerous to place too much emphasis on the tangible aspects
because organisation charts only describe grouping and reporting relationships;
they do not tell us anything about how the organisation actually functions at the
level of the individual or what it feels like to work in a structure. They represent the
organisation only and do not show connections to other organisations in the oper-
ating environment. They portray the organisation as a closed system, yet it is clear
that organisations operate in a network interacting with outside agents as a means
of achieving strategic goals.

Henry Mintzberg proposed what became an influential way of seeing structures
through six ‘basic parts’, as shown within the core of Figure 7.4 (Mintzberg, 1989).
The largest group is usually an ‘operating core’, which carries out the daily work and
tasks, producing and delivering the product or service. At the top of the organis-
ation is a ‘strategic apex’ housing the senior management. Connecting the core and
the apex is a group of middle managers. A group of technical support staff is needed
to assist the core, the middle management and the strategic apex. Mintzberg called
this a ‘technostructure’, and it helps to bring consistency to the way things are
done. It includes designers, engineers or information specialists amongst others.
The fifth group includes administrative support such as financial controllers and
human resource managers. The final component of the organisation is its culture
(see Chapter 9). This is shown in the diagram as bounded by a dotted line, although
culture will permeate throughout all staff groups. The dotted line around the whole
organisation represents the idea that organisations are not closed to the outside
world; instead they are open to it. It is an open system. Variations in the size and
strength of the first five parts set organisations apart from each other. The five
generic structures that arise from these variations are as follows:

Simple structures – these are found in young organisations but also in well-estab-
lished ones with an autocratic ethos. The strategic apex dominates the supervision
of the work done by the operating core. Numbers of technical and support staff are
minimal and there is little in the way of formalised rules and procedures.
Machine bureaucracies – these are found in large organisations in relatively stable set-
tings such as mass production. Standardisation and formalisation are high. The
technostructure and support staff dominate activities to try and raise productivity.
Machine bureaucracies can be good at delivering consistently to customers but can be
weak on creativity and employment relations. The apex can be distant from the core.
Professional bureaucracies – here a large operating core consists of professional
employees as might be found in hospitals and universities. The power of the core is
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strong and it values professional achievement and reputation. Technical and
support staffing levels will be low. Decentralisation to professionals carrying out
specialist tasks needs to be high.
Divisionalised forms – these are found in very large organisations such as multina-
tionals serving diverse markets. The middle management controls business
operations and seeks out new business. Each division with its distinctive structure
has its own technical and support staff to help it serve its market.
Adhocracy – these occur in complex, often high technology, environments and in
creative industries where fast reactions are needed. The operating core works closely
with support staff. Fast-forming teams and matrix structures can be used to see
through projects at pace. Decentralisation will be high and there will be a strong
professional culture.

Figure 7.4 positions Mintzberg’s views relative to other organisations operating in
the external environment whose activities influence the structure of the organis-
ation in the centre of the diagram. These other organisations commonly include
competitors or, in the not-for-profit sector, organisations with similar goals. A
charity might not have competitors in the normal sense but operates alongside
other charities that are competing for donations from the same sources. Special
interest groups and pressure groups are increasingly active and vocal: consider the
publicity that Greenpeace created when Shell wanted to sink a used oil platform in
the North Sea, and also the publicity surrounding Shell’s operations in Nigeria when
the military government there executed ‘activists’. Many organisations serve the
interests of shareholders or some sort of governing council or committee. The arrows
in Figure 7.4 link competitors to supply chain partners, and signify that external
organisations may be interconnected. The dotted line around the whole system rep-
resents the idea that the organisation’s interaction with its operating environment
is open, not tightly bounded or closed. The irregular shape of the whole system, and
of the external organisations, represents the changing strength and form of the
relationships so created. Perhaps metaphorically they are rather like single-celled
organisms that change shape and divide continually during their lifetime.

In sum, it is better to see an organisation as existing in a network structure that,
with the passage of time, will reconfigure itself as new structural linkages are formed
and old ones are dismantled. 

Current issues affecting structuring

Representation of equality groups 

Structures have hierarchies and there is plenty of evidence that women are under-
represented at the higher managerial levels. Why so? The gender-centred
perspective suggests that women’s limited representation can be attributed to their
particular ways of thinking and to their attitudes and behaviour, which conflict
with the ideal type of top manager as aggressive, forceful and decisive. As well as
their characteristics deviating from the ideal type, the way women are socialised
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towards family obligations can also be considered to clash with the demands of top
management roles (Fagenson, 1990).

An alternative view explaining the relative lack of women in top jobs considers
that aspects of organisation structure, not sex role socialisation, have an effect.
Kanter (1977) proposed two types of job. Advantageous jobs offer opportunity and
power and are held by a social majority (men). Disadvantageous jobs offer little
power and opportunity and are held by, in numerical terms, a social minority
(women). Advantageous jobs stimulate career-boosting behaviour whereas disad-
vantageous jobs stimulate behaviour that justifies occupying them. Hence,
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Figure 7.4 External influences on an organisation

Source: Based on Mintzberg (1989)
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according to Kanter, women’s lower commitment and lower power aspirations,
among other things, are due to disadvantageous positions not gender. 

A third explanation uses a gender–organisation–system approach (Fagenson,
1990), which suggests that it is both gender and structure that influence women’s
behaviour at work. Additionally it suggests that the organisation’s culture also has
a big impact. A culture that is rooted in values, history and practices that make dis-
tinctions between the roles appropriate for men and women will inevitably affect
structures and promotion prospects. Organisations need to look at the represen-
tation of women, and other equality groups, in their structures and, where
under-representation occurs, think about lawful and non-discriminatory ways of
increasing representation. 

Ethics and structure

Organisations should have clear procedures to be followed if and when an
employee wants to report things they are concerned about, such as behaviour they
perceive to be illegal, unethical or improper. Where employees feel that they cannot
access these procedures or that the procedures have let them down one recourse is
to ‘whistleblowing’ – the disclosure of information to people inside the organisation
(for example, higher management) or outside (for example, the media) who may be
able to intervene.

We have noted that communication is a feature of organisational life and that dif-
ferent structural types have different communication flows. Hence it is interesting to
ask whether different structures might influence the ethical behaviour of employees.
Miceli and Near (1992) found that organisational size may influence the likelihood
of whistleblowing as individuals in large organisations may see themselves as less
able to make a difference than if they worked in a smaller one. Hierarchical, cen-
tralised and bureaucratic organisations could be expected to suppress views about
speaking out as communication typically is more top to bottom than up and down.
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A Glimpse of Hell

This film is based on the true story of an explosion in a gun turret on the US Navy ship USS Iowa

in 1989 that killed 47 crewmen. The film shows how the Navy attempted to blame members of

the gun crew rather than consider alternative explanations, for example that maintenance of the

gunnery equipment might have been neglected. It even tried to insinuate that two sailors were

involved in a relationship that had led one of them to deliberately cause the explosion.

At one point, an officer who is concerned about maintenance standards goes to see his

father, who was once a senior officer. His father tells him to report his misgivings through

the proper chain of command – in this case to his immediate superior.

This film is a good portrayal of how a hierarchical bureaucracy functions when it feels

threatened, what it can be like to want to speak out in such a climate, and how the organ-

isation can close ranks to suppress free expression.

Illustration in film
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King (1999) examined the links between structures and whistleblowing closely
and makes several propositions, although they remain more theoretical than empir-
ically supported:

● Divisional structures will encourage internal whisteblowing as there is
decentralised decision making.

● Functional structures encourage external whistleblowing if perceptions of
communication channels appear unclear.

● Bureaucratic, top-down organisations will discourage whistleblowing.

● Matrix structures encourage external whistleblowing if clear channels are not
available (remember – matrices are vulnerable to creating confusion about lines
of authority).

● Hybrid structures can encourage internal whistleblowing because there are open
communication channels between departments and with management (hybrid
structures are essentially combinations of two or more structural forms).

King (1999) concluded that organisations need to be aware of the effects that their
structures might have on the reporting of unethical behaviour. Reporting channels that
appear clear and workable to top managers may not appear so to employees at lower
levels. From an organisational viewpoint, internal reporting is preferable to external
reporting and so identifying an independent person in the organisation who can hear
complaints from anyone is one approach. Such a person would need to have access to
top management and be accessible from and have the confidence of the lowest levels.

While structure seems likely to have an influence on whistleblowing it seems
equally plausible that corporate cultures (norms and values) will have a big effect
on the development of moral reasoning among employees and hence on attitudes
to reporting perceived wrongdoings. 

Cultures that are tolerant of sharp practices will see little reporting regardless of
structure. Organisations can help to foster good behaviour by making commitments
to corporate social responsibility objectives, setting out codes of ethics, and estab-
lishing committees or groups to oversee organisational progress in that area. There
are also implications for the design of human resource management practices such
as performance monitoring and reward systems that might encourage unethical
practices. This could happen where unrealistic goals are set for people such that
employees resort to unethical practices to meet them. Mini-case 7.4 shows how one
company tackles the issue of ethical business through structural relationships.
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Ethical management through

organisational design

In the pharmaceutical and healthcare company

Bristol-Myers Squibb the Board, which is respon-

sible for policies and performance overall, has

adopted corporate governance guidelines. The

Board has a Committee on Directors and Corporate

Governance. As well as the usual financial targets in

Mini-case 7.4: Ethical management through organisation design
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a large public company such as returns to share-

holders, BMS executives are evaluated in

non-financial areas including the company’s

Standards of Business Conduct and Ethics. These

include social values, environmental stewardship

and the expectations of stakeholders.

BMS has a vice-president for Environmental

Health and Safety (EHS) to keep it apprised of sus-

tainability issues. Divisional presidents are

responsible for EHS policy in their divisions.

Worldwide, 150 people work on EHS management

on behalf of a total workforce of 44,000.

The Standards of Business Conduct and Ethics

cover policies and procedures for conducting legal,

responsible and ethical business operations. Good

corporate governance helps BMS to achieve high

standards of moral and ethical behaviour in all areas

of the business. Standards cover areas like mar-

keting practices, purchasing practices, conflicts of

interest and disclosure of information. Senior

financial officers have more specific codes of ethics

to cover the very sensitive nature of the information

that they process. Each year BMS measures and

reports on its progress against its 16 codes of EHS

practice. 

source: www.bms.com

Flexible working

Becoming more flexible in response to new business challenges often involves the
adoption of new organisational structures. People are the most vital but sometimes
the most costly resource in an organisation. Although vital, they can be prone to
inflexibility and inertia. As a consequence, many organisations have sought more
flexible structures and employment conditions. The implications of flexible
working and of the flexible firm for organisational behaviour are significant, not
least in terms of motivation, team work, leadership, structure, communications,
culture and change.

Teleworking refers to the conduct of work at a distance from the employing
organisation and which is reliant on ICT. Flexibility is a main attraction of tele-
working from both sides as work is carried out at home, at clients’ premises or in
telecentres. Where people work at home an organisation may feel it needs tight
controls whereas a looser more organic style may be suited to telecentres. In return
for greater freedom from the ‘normal’ workplace the level of control by a superior
increases considerably, and pre-planning work is necessary along with contacts to
check progress. Vertical lines of communication are likely, and successful tele-
working relies upon a high level of trust (Chapman et al., 1995).

Numerical flexibility

Numerical flexibility generally affects employees’ hours of work through overtime,
homeworking, shift and part-time work and other practices, such as flexitime, tele-
working, annual hours and zero hours contracts, the use of temporary staff and job
sharing.

Zero hours contracts are similar to temporary work. An organisation may termi-
nate staff contracts, only to re-employ some staff on part-time contracts with others
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offered work as and when required by the employer. Zero-hours contracts enable
organisations to adjust staffing levels in line with customer demands. A variation
on this is to move to annualised hours, for example, where employees work longer
hours at one time of the year than another to match market demand. 

Distancing

Distancing occurs where employees are replaced by subcontractors, and employ-
ment contracts are replaced by contracts for service. While commonplace in
industries such as construction and manufacturing for some time, it is increas-
ingly popular in other areas such as services and the public sector. It has a
significant effect on structure as more and more non-core activities are contracted
out. The core/periphery concept (Torrington et al., 2005) applies where a small
number of experienced staff work in a stable core whereas others are peripheral
and may be employed by satellite organisations and/or as part-time or temporary
staff.

Functional and pay flexibility

Functional flexibility involves reducing unhelpful lines of demarcation between
jobs in order to encourage effective teamwork and improved productivity.
Multiskilling is becoming more commonplace, where workers are trained to under-
take a wider variety of jobs. Pay flexibility involves the harmonisation of terms and
conditions across a workforce. Managerial and manual workers, who were often dif-
ferentiated in terms of hourly pay and salaries, different pension arrangements, sick
pay and holidays, are experiencing harmonised reward practices. Pay flexibility also
covers the situation where to attract particular skills to different locations
employers offer different rates of pay for the same job.

Numbers on flexible working arrangements

In 2002, 18 per cent of the working population of the European Union worked
part-time, up from 14 per cent in 1992. Seven per cent of men and 33 per cent of
working women had part-time contracts. Figures vary from country to country.
In France, 5 per cent of men and 30 per cent of women work part-time whereas
in the Netherlands it is 21 per cent and 73 per cent respectively. Part-time work
is less popular in southern Europe since Spain has 3 per cent of men and 17 per
cent of women working part-time (Corral and Isusi, 2003). Part-time work in the
USA is about 13 per cent of the workforce and in Japan is 25 per cent
(Buddelmeyer et al., 2005). Research shows that part-time work associates with
fewer training and development opportunities, reduced job security, lower salary
and lower protection.

Across the EU part-time work is more common in young people (aged less than
24) and older people (over 65). It also occurs more widely in health, education and
other services than in agriculture and manufacturing. Factors affecting the growth
of part-time work include:
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● the state of the labour market;

● tax regulations and social security provision;

● employers’ preferred practices: for example, employers can use part-timers as a
way of controlling wage costs and of raising flexibility;

● the growth of sectors such as health and tourism.

As we can see, women are much more likely to work part-time than men. They do
so for childcare and other caring responsibilities whereas men who work part-time
do so because they do not want to work full-time (DTI, 2003). Temporary workers,
i.e. people who are employed for a limited period, are used for several reasons. They

● cut costs of recruitment and selection, e.g. through the use of recruitment
agencies;

● fill short-term roles;

● ease dismissal proceedings;

● reduce employment costs.

In the UK, Labour Force Survey data show the use of ‘temps’ falling from 7 per cent
to 6 per cent from 1998 to 2003, equivalent to a fall of 24 per cent in the actual
number of temporary workers employed. This may be linked in part to recent intro-
duction of legislation giving protection to temporary workers, and also to a general
stability in the UK economy. Implications may be looming for more flexible
approaches to permanent employees if this trend continues – such as additional
payments and development of knowledge and skills. Research has shown that per-
manent employees can react negatively to the presence of temporary workers,
particularly if they feel their employer would remove their more secure contracts if
given the opportunity. Negative reactions can manifest themselves in attitudes
towards temporary workers and to the organisation (Biggs et al., 2005).

Communities of practice

While structures are created to enable organisations to meet their goals and objec-
tives, there are times when structures can prevent employees from working in the
ways that they would prefer to. Communities of practice come into being to get
around these formal obstacles. They are groups of people who are linked by a shared
interest in some sort of joint activity. They share their knowledge and expertise in
free-flowing, creative ways that represent new approaches to problem solving and
are very good ways of learning (Wenger and Snyder, 2000).

The explosion of knowledge and technology lies behind the proliferation of
knowledge workers in organisations. Knowledge is becoming so specialised that
knowledge workers want to reach beyond the formal structures and boundaries that
organisations constrain them with. They want to collaborate with like-minded
people, inside and outside the organisation, and the structural paradox is that this
is extremely difficult to organise using classical structuring methods (Mini-case 7.5).
Paradoxically, the only structure that works is one that members of the community
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can devise for themselves. Attempts to impose structure run the risk of killing the
initiative. If managers try to interfere with communities by controlling their activi-
ties then they are likely to dissolve or at best transmute into a formal team or
committee. In either case, the spontaneity and creativity of the community is likely
to be lost forever. Table 7.3 summarises communities of practice on their key dimen-
sions.
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Table 7.3 Summary characteristics of communities of practice

Characteristic Description

Purpose Adding value, sharing knowledge, building

members’ capabilities

Membership Diverse, self-selecting

Size Can be hundreds

Scope Narrow or wide, can span several organisations

Structure Self-organising

Frequency of meetings Whenever deemed necessary

Ethos Informal, sharing

Topics covered Anything defined as useful by the members

Source of cohesion Members’ commitment to the topic

Outputs Knowledge sharing and new understanding

Organisational support Funding, interventions to overcome obstacles the

community encounters

Typical habitat Knowledge-driven organisations

Assessment The stories told by members about performance

improvement

Lifespan For so long as members want it

Source: Based upon Wenger and Snyder (2000)

This is a true situation but is anonymous to protect

the innocent! Imagine an organisation with 12 depart-

ments that are each profit centres. Each has income

and expenditure targets and, by and large, the cus-

tomers of the different departments do not overlap.

The budget model in the organisation is such that

money follows customers: that is, the money going

into one department will not be used to help another

department. Suppose that the staff in one depart-

ment think of an idea for a new service. Usually, the

department would develop the service and keep the

income from selling it. Suppose though that the new

service requires technical help from another depart-

ment and, if it were ever developed, staff from several

departments to deliver it. The problem is that the

budget model provides no incentive for staff to help

each other develop a new service. Even if a group of

employees could do this, the model has no means of

rewarding the departments involved for their efforts.

Basically, the departmental structure and the over-

Mini-case 7.5: Structural barriers and a community of practice
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laying budget model are strong barriers to cross-

departmental initiatives.

In this same organisation, there are many rules,

systems, procedures and committees that exist in

the name of protecting service quality. Each depart-

ment has several sections and the section heads

created a community of practice to make sense of all

the formal systems that they are supposed to under-

stand. They meet when they feel they need to, have

no agenda, and won’t meet if any ‘outsiders’ try to

join them. In this informal way, they can help each

other with important issues in a non-threatening and

supportive environment. Arguably this community

does as much to uphold service quality as the formal

systems achieve.

Cross-cultural influences upon structure

Multinational companies have some extra challenges to deal with relative to
domestic organisations. When a domestic organisation sets up international opera-
tions it may start through international sales offices which, as sales grow, develop
into subsidiary organisations or alliances. After further growth and expansion a
complex situation arises which calls for coordination across business functions and
across products, as is the case in domestic firms, but also across regions. Added to
this is the need to cope with different national cultures in terms of the ways they
approach structuring.

It is perhaps inevitable that global and multicultural teams are widely used to
coordinate interests. These teams are different in that their members are dispersed
and meet infrequently so communication relies on the internet. Two particular
challenges for ‘virtual’ teams are the creation of trust among people who do not
know each other and who rarely meet, and building relationships that will stand up
over time, culture and distance (Briscoe and Schuler, 2004). 

In Chapter 10 differences in national cultures are explained. If cultures are seen
as systems of values then we can see how values differ – for example, attitudes to
risk taking or to the preferred relationships between workers and their bosses.
Countries with high power distance would be expected to create more hierarchy
and be more centralised, since decision making would be seen as a task for top man-
agers. Cultures that try to minimise uncertainty would create highly formalised
structures where rules and regulations are used to govern the routine lives of
employees. Such cultures would also value specialisation in terms of the ways that
jobs are defined (i.e., narrowly).

Where cultures are more collectivist than individualist, organisations should be
marked by more group work and group discipline to keep people in check. The
ability to cooperate with others and to work as a team member would be more
highly valued than in individualist cultures that would be keener to reward indi-
vidual effort. In cultures that reflect feminine values of support for others, caring
and the quality of relationships, these features would be gathered up by structure.
In masculine cultures structures would reflect task achievement rather than
relationships.
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Hofstede’s (1991) cultural mapping suggested that, for instance, Latin countries
(for example, South America, Spain, Italy) as well as Japan and South Korea
combine both high power distance and strong uncertainty avoidance. Hence, struc-
tures in those countries could be expected to be bureaucratic, hierarchical and
reliant upon following rules and procedures. In contrast, countries that are tolerant
of uncertainty and where power distance is low (Scandinavia, UK, for example)
would be more likely to develop flatter structures that are more organic (see Table
7.2) (Schneider and Barsoux, 2003).

In sum, it seems clear that national cultures do influence the ways in which work
organisations are structured. While adopting a divisional structure overall, for
example, a multinational company will need to allow the structure to adapt to local
variations in the preferred relationships between people and in the way work gets
done. This is necessary to achieve the most productive unit, as imposing structure
that works in one culture upon another may not be as successful. 

Structure and competition: research evidence

The ways in which organisations implement structural change and the causes and
effects of these changes are notoriously difficult to research. Much of the research
done in the area is small-scale, leading to difficulties in generalising from the find-
ings. One exception is a large European study of the ways in which 450 enterprises
were organising in the 1990s (Ruigrok et al., 1999), summarised below.
Organisations can be defined on three dimensions:

● The structures that link their people and other resources internally and connect
them externally to other networks of people and organisations

● The processes that enable production and delivery of products and services.
Processes change as new technologies and new knowledge are introduced. 

● The boundaries within which they deliver their products and services.
Boundaries can be defined in terms of geographic or product/market terms.

Structure

The number of management levels between the chief executive and the lowest
managers had reduced in 30 per cent of enterprises, and this was consistent across
Europe. In contrast, 20 per cent of enterprises had increased the number of man-
agement levels. In Northern Europe and German-speaking countries there was a
strong trend towards decentralised decision making at both operational and stra-
tegic levels. Operational decision making involves, for example, changing suppliers
or production processes. Strategic decision making involves, for example, long-term
planning and major investment decisions. Compared to Hofstede’s work on cul-
tures (Chapter 10) there is perhaps a link between greater decentralisation and
relatively low uncertainty avoidance (that is, a greater tolerance of uncertainty) and
lower power-distance that allows more freedom of thinking down the organisation
(Ruigrok et al., 1999: 52).
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The study found that functional areas were still very important to European
enterprises, suggesting that moves towards more cross-functional structuring were
occurring. However, there was more use of project-based organising, requiring less
reliance on hierarchy and more reliance on collaborating across internal bound-
aries, for example between research and development, marketing and production
was noted. When strategically important projects are identified, people are relo-
cated from their original functional area to work exclusively for a project team.
When the project is completed people return to their functional area or move to
another project.

Internal processes

ICT has caused sharp increases in the amount of internal communication, both lat-
erally (across organisations) and vertically. The outcome of this was much more use
of internal networks of people that aim to get the best input of skills, knowledge
and resources given the increased tendency to decentralise.

Another aspect of the ways that organisations are functioning is the use of
human resource management initiatives. Organisations reported growth in the idea
of internal labour markets: that is, employees were not seen as being solely confined
to a particular functional area where they normally work. There was a rise in the use
of planned transfers of people to other parts of organisations, organisation-wide
conferences to maximise the capture and use of knowledge, and the use of pro-
fessional teams to tackle issues and problems. The main thrust of these initiatives is
to provide new channels to transfer knowledge throughout organisations.

External boundaries

The research found that organisations were increasingly outsourcing activities that
were seen as being peripheral to their main value-adding operations or which, if not
peripheral, could be provided more effectively. Research and development is a
classic case since it is vital to organisational success in the long term and yet is often
very costly, with some organisations spending up to 20–30 per cent of their
turnover annually on R&D (Swailes, 2004). Outsourcing all or part of their R&D,
perhaps to a network of collaborators, can provide better value to an organisation.

Another alteration to boundaries has come via strategic alliances. A strategic
alliance could involve, say, a motor manufacturer, making a commitment to pur-
chase from a supplier of components, for example braking systems. The alliance is
formed on the basis that supplier and manufacturer work together to find ways of
reducing costs, raising quality and performance, and ultimately the value added to
consumers. The new science of genetics has provided wonderful opportunities to
create new drugs to treat disease and inherited conditions. The science is so highly
specialised, however, that in practice the larger drugs companies work with smaller
research and development companies that have the special know-how. These
alliances use joint expertise to find the most economic ways forward. Figure 7.5
summarises the trends in structuring, processes and boundaries.

Structure and competition: research evidence 211
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Sustained or improved
competitiveness

Rethinking structure
● layers of management
● functional organisation
● project-based 
 organisation
● decentralisation

Rethinking processes
● IT accelerating
 information exchange
● internal networking
● use of organisational
 knowledge

Rethinking boundaries
● outsourcing
● alliances

Competitive
forces

Figure 7.5 Organisational structuring and competitive forces

This chapter has dealt with some of the classic material on structure and also some of the contemporary

developments in the area. Against this background we can identify some implications for management.

1 To maximise organisational performance, managers must match structure to the demands and chal-

lenges thrown up by the business environment.

2 Structural change may herald the start of a programme of corporate renewal but, by itself, will not

sustain it. To sustain change and renewal, cultural change is also needed.

3 Cultural change requires that managers identify and utilise each employee’s distinctive knowledge

and capabilities and embed this knowledge in the evolving structure. This is notoriously difficult to

achieve.

4 Drives for greater organisational performance create strong temptations for managers to control and

closely monitor their workforce. Structures do influence behaviour, however, and control and moni-

toring mechanisms can depress individual innovation. Managers must look for ways of balancing

these two contrasting needs.

5 Recognising and leveraging national cultural differences into structure is important for multinational

enterprises. 

6 Even the ‘best’ structure will only take an organisation so far in terms of its ability to compete.

Managers still need to build positive attitudes and behaviour and link them to the processes used to

deliver products or services.

Managerial implications
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The complexity of the forces affecting structure is shown in Figure 7.6. Pressure to raise performance

can show itself in many ways. If performance is considered to be unsatisfactory an organisation can

become a target for takeover bids by predators. Improved performance may lead to growth whereas,

after a downturn, an organisation may want to cut back some of its activities. An organisation may want

to become more flexible and responsive. Particular responses have implications for the skills needed but

the mix of skills and activities can influence how these specialisms are best organised. From inside the

organisation latent forces emanating from the technologies employed may influence structural choices

alongside the more explicit posturing of managers engaged in power struggles. The level of stability in

the organisation’s operating environment also influences structural parameters.

Pressure to increase organisational performance

Existing structures
Organisation size

Organisational technologies
Power struggles within management

Cultural norms in the organisation
Intended strategy

S T R U C T U R E

Change in
ownership or

control

Search for
flexibilty

Skills and
availability
of labour

Pressure to
expand

or contract

Stability/turbulence of
business environment

Figure 7.6 Forces influencing organisational structure

Summary of main points

The main points made are:

● Optimising organisational structure is a continual challenge to managers concerned with

getting the best fit between the information the organisation needs to process and its

information-processing capabilities. 

● Organisational strategy, size, technology and the business environment all influence

organisational structure.
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● The main structural forms are multifunctional, multidivisional and matrix structures, with

networked structures used more and more as strategies require cooperation.

● Current trends are continuing to move away from vertical structures and communications

with formal boundaries towards more horizontal communication across fuzzy boundaries.

ICT is playing a big role in enabling structural change.

● Organisations that operate across cultures need to consider how best to utilise cultural

preferences in the ways work is organised.

● Despite the rhetoric of flexibility and empowerment organisations still enforce strong

management. Given current pressures on cost control, much energy is devoted to setting

objectives, allocating resources and monitoring progress.

● The perpetual drive for shareholder wealth and better value means that new forms of

organisation are evolving.

● The use of part-time and temporary workers to bring flexibility is not without problems of

its own. 

● Structures influence many things such as culture, learning and communication, which in

turn influence vital attitudes like commitment and professionalism.

Conclusions

Structures will change for as long as there is competition and deregulation. Although the

determinants and characteristics of different structures are well known, what really matters

to top management is the effectiveness of the particular structure that they use. Big variables

like culture and management systems also affect performance, and it is difficult to disen-

tangle their relative influence. Current patterns are towards flatter and more fluid structures

with more lateral communication.

New ways of structuring call for employees to think differently about the way they work

and what they are responsible for. They need to think beyond their own interests and to

empathise with the interests of other parties, particularly in collaborative and cooperative

arrangements. Organisational performance is an expanding concept which extends beyond

financial measures to include responsible business, ethics and moral behaviour. Structures

are not just about generating profit, as they must now do so ethically and with regard to fair

representation of groups in them.

Managers should not change structure only in response to a performance downturn.

Prudent managers should keep a watchful eye on structure in relation to strategy and push

through changes when action is needed. Failure to align strategy and structure will lead to

organisational extinction. It is of course the employees who breathe life into new structures,

and managers must not lose sight of the personal and professional development that new

structures need to make them work. 
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1 Using the internet examine the structures of organisations in different countries.

What environmental and competitive forces are shaping their structures, and how

are their structures changing in response to these forces?

2 Why should attempts to manage or control communities of practice lead to their

quick demise?

3 How can organisation structures affect the levels of innovation and creativity

shown by employees?

4 Which of the following statements do you think is the most plausible? Why?

a Organisation structure influences organisational performance.

b Organisational performance influences structure.

5 What are the connections between the structure of organisations and (un)ethical

behaviour among employees?

6 What actions can be taken to increase the representation of equality groups in

the higher reaches of organisation structures?

7 What are the barriers to reducing bureaucracy in organisations?

Questions
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Internet sites

There are some useful websites to help understand the concept of structure. It may
be more fruitful to search with ‘organizational design’ as well as ‘organization struc-
ture’. Note that the z-form of spelling is important as this is the American
preference. 
www.findarticles.com

www.centerod.com

www.organizational.com

www.analytictech.com/mb021/orgtheory.htm

www.haygroup.ca/services/org_design.html

www.bized.ac.uk

www.brunel.ac.uk/~bustcfj/bola/index.html (can be accessed via Bized)

www.thetimes100.co.uk/case/ (can be accessed via Bized)
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Organisational power, politics and conflict

Learning outcomes

On completion of this chapter you should be able to:

● understand the unitary, pluralist and radical perspectives and the rational and political

models of organisation;

● explain the meaning, and discuss the links between, organisational power, politics and

conflict;

● identify the different sources and bases of power;

● define and understand the concept of powerlessness;

● recognise the power of symbol manipulation;

● understand the influence of power and powerlessness in organisational change;

● understand the effect of power and politics on organisational conflict.

Key concepts

● organisation as a political system

● organisation as a rational system

● unitary, pluralist and radical frames

● power bases

● covert power

● powerlessness

● empowerment

● organisational politics

● interdepartmental conflict

● intercultural conflict

● communicating with symbols

● resistance/negative power

8
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Power, politics and conflict are often considered as part of the less desirable, more covert,

aspects of organisation, yet all are ‘real’ and endemic to organisations. They fundamentally

influence the behaviour of individuals and groups and play an important role in the decision-

making and problem-solving activities of organisations. As organisational realities they have

stimulated considerable research and debate, which this chapter will explore. We will also

relate power and politics to the themes of this book, to conflict, communication and to

organisational change.

Introduction

There are few aspects of organisational behaviour which, for the inexperienced,
appear more mystifying, difficult to appreciate and impossible to manage than
power and organisational politics. This chapter explores the political perspective,
defines and examines power, politics and conflict in an organisational context, and
discusses the implications of power and politics for change.

The political perspective

It is possible, and potentially fruitful, to view organisations as if they were political
systems, that is, from a political perspective. We explored, in Chapter 5, the use of
perspectives or frames with which to analyse organisations. From this perspective
concepts such as power, politics, conflict and control are viewed as natural com-
monplace aspects of organisational reality with which everyone is involved.
Nevertheless, there are alternative frames or perspectives which provide a useful
insight. We will begin by briefly exploring a sixfold classification of power relations
in organisations. Morgan (1986) identified six types of organisation from this per-
spective:

● organisations as autocracies – control held by an individual or small group;

● bureaucracies – where rules are written and power relationships clearly
specified;

● technocracies – knowledge and expertise rule the system;

● codetermination – opposing parties share a ruling system;

● representative demoncracy – officers are elected for specific terms by workers;

● direct democracy – everyone participates in the right to rule.

Probably the most common form of organisation in the Western world is the
bureaucracy although many, perhaps particularly small companies have autocractic
tendencies while some professional organisations are technocracies. Examples of
each of the other exist.

We now examine two contrasting models of organisation, the rational and the
political, together with three frames for analysing conflict, the unitary, pluralist and
radical perspectives. If we view organisations as rational bodies, we would consider

ORGB_C08.QXP  26/9/05  4:01 pm  Page 220



 

human behaviour to be based on logic and directed by clear objectives and
informed by access to, and assimilation of, perfect information. Nothing is
irrational or non-rational, little is random or accidental. For example, communica-
tions are open and free and are interpreted similarly by all. The decision process
creates and supports clear goals. Decision making is rational: the problem is clearly
articulated, alternative solutions are generated, decision parameters which enable
choice to be made are known, and alternatives are fully evaluated before the best
decision is made. There is an absence of power, politics, conflict and other sources
of potential non-rationality or, if present, they do not influence decision making.
Decisions always result in optimisation (the best solution is chosen and imple-
mented), organisational members share common values and goals, and efficiency is
stressed. This is the stuff of dreams!

An alternative view is that organisations are political entities comprising coali-
tions that have divergent interests and disagree about goals. Communication is not
perfect; instead, information is partial and unevenly accessible. What is more, it is
open to manipulation and multiple interpretation. Disagreement, tension and con-
flict are inevitable, with the result that power is required to resolve conflict.
Decision making, influenced by differential power, is often non-rational.

It could be considered that in their extremes these two models represent two
ends of a continuum and that ‘reality’ may reside somewhere in between.
Organisations that are characterised by complete rationality cannot, in the author’s
opinion, exist – as human attributes deny this possibility. Similarly, organisations
that fully embrace political activity, individual values and differences in goals will
prove so dysfunctional as to find survival difficult.

An alternative, although in some ways similar, approach is to consider organisations
from three perspectives or frames: the unitary, the pluralist and the radical frame (see
Figure 8.1). Each represents a frame of analysis, a way of examining and interpreting
organisational activity and, more specifically, for exploring organisational conflict.

Introduction 221

Unitarist
Each organisation has
its own single common
objective.

This requires acceptance
of organisational
structures and authority.

Conflict shouldn’t be an
issue.

Pluralist
Many different
stakeholders, with
different objectives.

Agreements reached to
achieve compromises
with the aim of
maintaining a balance.

Conflicts are temporary
breakdowns.

Radicalism/Class conflict
A constant struggle
between owners of the
means of production and
the labour supply.

Each side attempts to
maximise its position
and strength in the
economy.

Conflict is inevitable.

Figure 8.1 Unitarist, pluralist and radical frames
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● The unitary view suggests that organisations have goals to which all subscribe
and that there is a collective understanding of appropriate ways of pursuing
those goals. This traditional view was reinforced as a result of the work of the
human relations school (see Chapter 5). Academics contributing to this view
(in the period from the 1930s to the 1960s, although much current
management writing implies much the same) argued that conflict and
instability in organisations were the result of lack of trust and openness, and
could be resolved by adoption of a people orientation and by communicating
freely. Establishing and embedding shared goals would deny conflict its
inspiration.

● The pluralist view recognises differences in goals, interests and ambitions, and
concedes that multiple realities exist. Attempts to forge a coalition of these
divergent interests becomes a leadership priority. Conflict is inevitable and
endemic. It is a natural phenomenon which cannot be eliminated. As a
consequence, conflict cannot be viewed as wholly undesirable, as it would be
under the unitary frame, especially as it provides a mechanism for evolutionary
change and keeps the organisation responsive to internal and external changes.
Within this frame, the manager’s role is to manage these divergent interest
groups and to achieve compromise and collaboration between stakeholders.
There remains an underlying belief that conflict can be resolved and managed.

● The radical view, influenced by Marxism, suggests that there are fundamental
and powerful social/structural and political divisions in society which make
coalition impossible and conflict inevitable. By differentiating ownership of the
business from employment in it exploitation and social division are ensured,
leading to conflict.

These three frames provide a useful basis for analysing organisational conflict. In
some organisations, many employees appear to pursue similar objectives whereas in
others considerable and ongoing tension exists between different parties. When an
organisation has limited and clear goals, a stable and predictable environment, an
empowered staff and a teamworking ethos, conflict may be less apparent than in
one where hierarchy and other structural divisions are entrenched, power is fought
over, there are multiple and unclear goals, and the environment is complex and
dynamic.

Morgan (1996: 201) suggests that each frame leads to a different approach to
management. He argues, for example, that ‘if one believes that one is managing a
team, one tends to expect and demand that people rally around common objec-
tives.’ Unitary managers cannot sanction conflict and political activity, only
legitimate power sources. Pluralist managers, on the other hand, accept the
inevitability of conflicts in interest and complex power sources. Their role is to
balance this diversity and to work, wherever possible, within the constraints set by
organisational goals. Having established these frameworks we will now examine
organisational power.
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Antz

In the computer animated film Antz, one worker ant (Z-4195: voiced by Woody Allen) rebels

against the mindless devotion to duty and the unquestioned dominance of the elite. He

cannot go along with unitarism. His objection shows itself when he dances with a princess

in a different style from the multitude of workers on a social occasion, and escalates to open

questioning of the validity of what they are doing. This behaviour is not acceptable in the

ant colony, putting him in direct conflict with leadership. His alternative worldview is not

acceptable and an attempt is made to eliminate him.

This celebration of the individual is consistent with American (and increasingly British)

culture. Woody Allen’s character is a hero whose questioning of the dominant elite saves

his fellow ants from destruction.

Illustration in film

Organisational power

Robbins (1984: 155) defines power as ‘a capacity that A has to influence the behaviour
of B, so that B does something he or she would not otherwise do’. The key word here is
‘influence’, although it is merely a potential that need not be acted upon. If we
assume that conflicts of interest exist in organisations, as in any human com-
munity, then power, as Morgan (1996) suggests, is the medium through which such
conflicts are resolved. In organisations power is thought to derive from numerous
sources. The early work of French and Raven (1959) shed light on this and estab-
lished that it is neither possessed nor used equally by different individuals and
groups.

Sources of power

French and Raven (1959) identified five sources of power:

1 Coercive power depends on fear and, in ‘carrot and stick’ terms, it represents the
stick, or sanction, and in its extreme it might involve physical abuse. It is
unequivocal, and the receiver is unlikely to be pleased if this form of power is
applied. Compliance may be an immediate response but longer-term
commitment is highly unlikely to result.

2 Reward power represents the ‘carrot’, the incentive to behave in a particular
manner. It is the power that is derived from an individual’s or group’s
possession of and control over organisational resources. People may comply if
they consider the resultant benefit to be of value. Hence, in the workplace
rewards are often ‘used’ to exert power over subordinates. In a positive fashion
these include the prospect of salary increases, bonuses, certain perks or
promises of promotion or, in a negative sense, they can involve the threat of
removal of current or expected benefits. It is scarcity of resources which creates
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potential for them to be used as a power source. In turn, their use may create
dependence.

3 Expert power refers to influence that is acquired by possessing special skills or
knowledge. This may, for example, apply to individuals with superior technical
skills and may not necessarily relate to their position in a formal hierarchy. A
useful example is that provided by the internal IT technician whose rapid
response to ‘call-out’ is highly cherished. The relative ignorance of the user,
often a far more senior employee, provides the technician with an ongoing
source of power, which can be exercised by altering the speed of response and
quality of service given.

4 Legitimate or position power refers to that derived from holding a formal position
in an organisation. In bureaucracies, or in the military services, position power
is particularly important, as rank is considered of significance. Weber (1947)
referred to a similar concept as ‘rational-legal authority’. Its legitimacy derives
from social approval, and it provides a mechanism for order and the
stabilisation of power relations. The trade union movement has traditionally
acted as a counter-force to position power. Power at the top of the hierarchy is
countered by collective action among those who individually lack power at the
lower end. Morgan (1996: 173) notes that ‘to the extent that trade union power
is legitimised by the rule of law and the right to unionise, it too represents a
type of formal authority.’

5 Referent power is derived from one’s admiration or respect for an individual.
Charisma, meaning ‘gift of grace’, can inspire followers, thus enabling leaders
to exert power over subordinates, a fact recognised by Weber (1947), who
referred to this as ‘charismatic authority’ (see Chapter 6).

This early work has been further developed. Robbins (1984) distinguishes
between the sources of power and the means to exert influence, which he refers to
as the ‘bases of power’. For example, both position in the hierarchy and an indi-
vidual’s expertise are sources of power, whereas persuasion, knowledge and reward
are tools or bases of power. The bureaucrat, holding position power, will have
recourse to an array of rules and procedures to enforce or maintain position power.
A bully relies on aggressive dominance, the threat of violence or actual physical
force. The manager holding reward power will use the principle of exchange in
order to exert influence. These are the bases or tools used to exert power. Figure 8.2
illustrates the difference between the sources of power and the tools or mechanisms
used to exert that power.

Morgan (1996) noted further sources of power (see Figure 8.3). We will briefly
examine the sources of power gained from (a) the control of knowledge and infor-
mation, (b) the control of boundaries and (c) interpersonal alliances and control of
the informal organisation. Each implies some form of control of communication
flows.

The ability to control information and knowledge in an organisation is, in part,
related to the position held by an individual or group. By choosing to control the
timing, destination and ‘quality’ of information it is possible to define or influence
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the organisational agenda and create dependencies. For example, British govern-
ments of late have employed a number of media and information managers, at very
high levels (in the Cabinet), in order to control and influence government news (to
put the government ‘spin’ on things). The ‘gatekeeper’ role in organisations is a
critical source of power manipulation. Information can be screened to ensure that
it complies with or supports the accepted world-view, and dissenting and potentially
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Bases of power

● control of budgets
● control of rewards
● persuasion
● rules and procedures
● physical presence or threat
● charisma

Sources of power

● hierarchical position
● expertise
● coercive power
● legitimate power
● referent power

Figure 8.2 The sources and bases of power

 1 Formal authority

 2 Control of scarce resources

 3 Use of organisational structure, rules and 
  regulations

 4 Control of decision processes

 5 Control of knowledge and information

 6 Control of boundaries

 7 Ability to cope with uncertainty

 8 Control of technology

 9 Interpersonal alliances, networks and control of 
  ‘informal organisation’

 10 Control of counterorganisations

 11 Symbolism and the management of meaning

 12 Gender and the management of gender relations

 13 Structural factors that define the stage of action

 14 The power one already has

Figure 8.3 Morgan’s sources of power

Source: Based on Morgan (1986)
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dangerous information can be suppressed or altered. Modern technology has
increased the potential for information control and centralisation. Systems now
enable managers to monitor and review operations, progress and targets from afar.
In national politics it is no wonder that major modern political parties pay a great
deal of attention to information management. Technology has radically altered the
potential for control and manipulation in this regard.

Modern organisational configurations stress collaboration between functions,
units and organisations in the creation of wealth. Control of these boundaries, facil-
itated by extensive networking, control of information and systems or specialised
knowledge, can enable individuals or groups to amass considerable power. Whereas
it has long been understood that belonging to the ‘old school tie’ network proved
a useful source of power, emphasis has recently turned to the power of the informal
organisation and that derived from an individual’s wider social network. The skilled
organisational politician constructs a network of informal allies and builds mutu-
ally supportive relationships. This can be used just as effectively to pacify potential
enemies as to woo collaborators. This network, with the skilled politician at its
centre, can be used to inform the manager of events throughout the organisation.
By more overt means, such as placing of managers in strategic positions in an
organisation, a senior manager can gain power by being well informed, gaining
access to numerous sub-networks and creating many dependencies on him or
herself. Patronage has long existed, probably having been an endemic characteristic
of human organisation since the advent of man.

Threeaspectsofpowerareworthyof furtherdiscussion.First,negativepower is a form
of illegitimate influence which can be used to disrupt or to resist. This is of particular sig-
nificance to the management of organisational change. Second, powerlessness, a state
where an individual or group has, or considers themselves to have, no power to influence a situ-
ation, is further debated below. Third, power can be exerted in a highly covert, or
invisible, form. These three are discussed, where appropriate, in this chapter.
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Braveheart

In the film Braveheart two of the key characters illustrate different sources and bases of power.

William Wallace, played by Mel Gibson (a well-known Scot!), used the respect he was shown

by fellow Scots as his source of power, referred to as referent power, and considerable expertise

in choosing his time and methods of combat. He had little or no formal status with which to lead

but charisma formed the basis of his power. Hence, he was able, in the film, to command almost

magical respect, leading tens of thousands into battle against the ‘auld enemy’.

On the other hand, the King of England (Edward II) enjoyed considerable resource, coer-

cive and legitimate power. He used his ownership of land and his right as king to bestow

title on any individual to buy off the Scottish nobles and to buy in sizeable armies. Most

people respect and admire individuals who possess expertise and charisma. We choose to

follow them. Those who rule by law, coercion and resource power do not tend to stimulate

such fervour in their followers. Hence, it made a great movie – the triumph of good over evil.

Illustration in film
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Covert power

Power can be transparent, even tangible, or invisible and covert. For example, many
managers are thought to control information, to accelerate or slow down its dissem-
ination. Many staff, especially in traditional organisations, do not have access to
certain information. When access is denied, power is being exerted. Similarly, by
exercising control of budgets, managers can exert influence in an ‘invisible’
manner, with few, if any, colleagues recognising the ‘political’ decisions that are
being taken. Covert power can be used to control decision agendas. Power influ-
ences what actually appears on the agenda of a group. Conversely, power can be
exerted openly, for example by giving a clear verbal or written order or instruction
to a subordinate, or symbolised openly, such as when the Chief Executive parks his
or her expensive new car in a named, allocated parking slot.

Dalton (1959) found that cliques were an important part of power relations in
organisations. Cliques often form across departmental and organisational lines to
pursue the self-interest of individuals. The cliques more often than not do not
follow established organisational heirarchical or horizontal structures.

Covert power can be used negatively or to resist. For example, the Hawthorne
experiments (referred to in Chapter 5) recognised that workers can determine the
pace at which production occurs; they can increase or reduce the rate of work while
still giving the impression of being busy. This represents the exercise of power,
covertly but by ‘agreement’. Often, as we shall see, there is a form of individual
and/or collective resistance to attempts to force the pace of organisational change.
Subordinates do not often openly refuse to comply but instead pay lip-service to
new ideas, sometimes going along with them without being convinced, or con-
cerned, about their merit and, at most, temporarily change their overt behaviour.
This represents the exercise of covert power.

As a result of this work, it is possible to analyse departmental power sources in
any organisation and attempt to assess the relative power each department might
yield. Alternatively this model can be used as a management tool for departmental
managers to attempt to increase their power by attempting to build or acquire these
power sources.

Powerlessness

Powerlessness, a real or perceived state of having little or no power, is an organisational
reality for many. A feeling that one has little control over organisational decisions,
particularly those that affect one’s work life, is commonplace. It may be considered
to be a relative concept: if A has less power than B then A may well feel powerless.
Ironically, employees, irrespective of their rank or role, express feelings of power-
lessness from time to time. Even senior managers, who recognise that their
organisation is more powerful than any individual within it, or who believe that the
environment in which they operate is determined for them, express concern over
their perceived lack of power to influence matters.

What distinguishes management from other professions in this regard is depend-
ence. Dependence is a potential trap. Managers direct activities and give orders:
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these need to be obeyed for power to be exercised. If subordinates do not obey they
are withholding compliance and utilising their power to resist and to reinforce
mutual dependence. As a result, the credibility of managers is under constant
threat. Managers cannot control everything: they do not possess all the information
and skills they require to manage successfully, and they have many interested
parties, or multiple stakeholders, to satisfy. It is not surprising, therefore, that refer-
ence has been made to ‘the paradox of power’ (Calabria, 1982), where the powerful
are powerless.

There are, of course, many employees who do not possess the sources of power
referred to by French and Raven (1959) or Morgan (1996). Additionally, others feel
that they are not supported in what they are trying to do and are isolated and crit-
icised. These employees may be considered to be genuinely powerless. Clearly, the
salience of an individual’s feeling of powerlessness is, in part, a product of the
strength of that person’s need to be empowered. ‘Perceived’ powerlessness is, there-
fore, a function of:

● the strength of an individual’s desire or need to hold power; and

● the perceived power of players within the individual’s working environment
vis-à-vis their own power, that is, perceived relative power.

‘Real’ powerlessness is a function of:

● the relative strength of an individual’s sources and bases of power.

Powerlessness can operate at the collective or group level. Some groups of
employees, for instance women, first-line supervisors, some ethnic minorities and
disabled people, often consider themselves to be relatively powerless. A collective
expression of powerlessness can manifest itself in a variety of ways, not least in
trade union activity, pressure group lobbying (e.g., for equal opportunity legis-
lation), collective frustration and low morale and even partial exclusion from the
workplace.

Powerlessness in the workplace serves little purpose. Individuals often retrench
and become frustrated and disenchanted. They may lose confidence and, curiously,
shun responsibility. They may create real or artificial boundaries between them-
selves and others. Concerned with ‘turf’ issues, and resistant to change which they
perceive will further erode their limited power, they can detract from an organis-
ation’s attempt to become dynamic and flexible. The solution, many argue, is to
empower staff.

Empowerment

In Chapters 5 and 7 we noted that vertical hierarchy and centralisation of power
were, and to a large extent still are, the norm in organisations. There is, however, a
move towards the development and acceptance of flatter hierarchies and greater
devolved power. This manifests itself in the development of self-managed teams (see
Chapter 4), organic structures, reduced layers of hierarchy, and devolved budgetary
control and decision making. Empowerment occurs where authority to make decisions
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and to resolve organisational problems is delegated to subordinates. It is believed that
giving power to those doing the work of the organisation should improve flexibility,
speed of decision making and the motivation of staff.

Conger and Kanungo’s (1988) research indicates that an individual’s need for self-
efficacy, a desire to produce results or outcomes, is better satisfied as a result of
empowerment. They argue that motivation is boosted as a result of improvements
in the individual’s effectiveness and the individual’s ability to choose how to com-
plete the task using his or her creative skills (see the discussion of intrinsic rewards
and needs theories in Chapter 3). The reward resulting from personal control and
real or perceived effectiveness in turn improves motivation. A virtuous circle of
involvement, effectiveness and motivation is apparent.

Tannenbaum and Cooke (1980) argue that empowerment actually increases the
total amount of power, presumably power to do good, in an organisation. The
implicit suggestion is that power is not a zero-sum game, but that it grows through
empowerment. The cake gets bigger! Senior managers gain power because of the
resultant increases in morale, flexibility and productivity whereas subordinates gain
the power and authority to make decisions and to act autonomously. There is a
degree of intuitive logic to this assumption. However, as many managers will note,
increased autonomy, expertise and authority at lower levels can and do make some
middle and senior managers redundant, metaphorically and literally: positive for
the organisation, potentially disastrous for the individual. For this and other
reasons, such as a lack of trust or faith in subordinates’ ability, some managers are
reluctant to empower their employees.

Daft (1992) outlined the management of the empowerment process (see Figure
8.4). In his model, the first stage involves the diagnosis of organisational impedi-
ments to empowerment. These might include excessive rules, inflexible systems or
procedures, too narrowly defined tasks, and reward structures that ignore inno-
vation. A clear vision and rationale for change needs to be communicated from
senior managers. The stifling aspects of job design and organisational structure need
to be changed. Empowering job design features, such as those discussed in Chapters
3 and 5, will need to be considered and implemented, where rules and procedures
need to be reviewed, relaxed and often removed. Additionally, structured change,
for example to reduce levels of hierarchy and improve communication, may need
to be implemented. Both during the process of change and when staff are empow-
ered, regular constructive feedback between managers and employees is essential.
Since empowerment is often viewed as a necessary prerequisite for organisational
flexibility, innovation and change, it appears likely that measures to devolve auth-
ority further in organisations will continue.

Inter-departmental power

The sources and uses of power at the level of the group or organisational depart-
ment are of value in the study of organisational behaviour. They shed light on
organisational activity, structural configuration and power issues, not at the level of
the individual but horizontally between departments or functions within organis-
ations. Saunders (1990) and others suggest that power at departmental level derives
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Diagnosis of organisational and job design impediments

Redesign of jobs

Constructive employee–manager feedback

Clear vision and goals communicated from senior management

Removal of structural and organisational impediments

Figure 8.4 Managing the empowerment process

from five potential sources (see Figure 8.5). It is possible that these power sources
may overlap. They are as follows:

1 Dependency – when Department A depends on Department B for information or
other cooperation in order to conduct its own tasks and to be effective,
Department B has a source of power vis-à-vis Department A. For example, if the
Information Technology department in a university largely controls the IT
budget, all other departments are reliant upon this department and, rather like
a monopoly, it has little incentive to provide a highly responsive service.

2 Centrality – this is a measure of the importance of the department’s work to the
prime goals of the organisation. Alternatively it could be considered as a
measure of how dispensable the department is to the organisation. For
example, the provision of food and refreshments to employees of a typical
service or manufacturing organisation can be, and increasingly is, provided by
outside organisations. Catering is not central to a car manufacturer, with the
result that the power a catering department holds in that situation is small. Few
departments are significantly dependent on this service function.

3 Financial resources – clearly departments that generate their own financial
resources, particularly if they provide excess income, will (other things being
equal) benefit from this source of power. Conversely, departments which earn a
low income may be dependent (see above) on other departments.
Centralisation of resources can reduce inter-departmental differences, although
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DEPARTMENT
POWER

Coping with
uncertainty

Dependency

Centrality
Financial
resources

Non-
sustainability

Figure 8.5 Horizontal, inter-departmental power sources

this clearly makes the centre or HQ the source of power in this regard and, as a
consequence, disempowers all departments.

4 Non-sustainability – this relates to the issue of centrality. Sustainability is a
measure of how easy it would be for the department’s function to be performed
by others. For example, in the motor manufacturing example given above,
whereas the production department of a car manufacturer would not wish to
assume catering responsibilities it is straightforward for it to contract out such
services, as a highly competitive contract catering market exists in most
modern economies. It is less easy, although not impossible, to contemplate a
motor manufacturer dispensing with its production capability. A company with
a brand name of repute could, conceivably, contract out its production and
instead focus on design and brand marketing.

5 Coping with uncertainty – departments that have the ability to reduce the
uncertainty for others will gain power. For example, the uncertainty created by
technological developments can earn the technology or IT department a
valuable source of power. It can, if it wishes, cushion other departments from
the realities and uncertainties of technological advance.

Organisational politics

Conflict, power and politics are closely related organisational realities. Conflict, for
example, can arise as a consequence of power differentials and political activity and,
in turn, can necessitate the use of power and political skills to help resolve or
manage actual or potential conflicts. Hence, politics can be considered to be a ‘process
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of bargaining and negotiation that is used to overcome conflicts and differences of opinion’
(Daft, 1992: 403). An alternative definition of politics incorporates the more sinister
and self-serving activity that is not sanctioned by the organisation and which can increase
the potential for conflict and friction.

Political activity in organisations results from the conversion of power into
action. It is the consequence of the diversity of interests that exists in most human
communities and, more directly, from attempts to use power to affect organis-
ational decision making or from activities which are self-serving and not
organisationally sanctioned. It cannot be assumed that the amount of power held
by an individual or group is directly related to their ability to exert influence.
Political activity acts as a mediator and is omnipresent and endemic in organis-
ations. It is both the lubricant and the glue which simultaneously frees and binds
the organisational machine: it can and does have both positive and negative con-
sequences. In its least desirable guise, politics is considered as a covert, shadowy and
dysfunctional aspect of organisation; yet, conversely, political skills are of consider-
able value if used to forge change, to gain acceptance of new and more appropriate
courses of action, or to promote job satisfaction and improve morale. In any case,
political activity is an ongoing organisational reality, a product of human interac-
tion, fuelled by scarcity, and legitimised by the acceptance of pluralism.

Domains of political activity

Daft (1992) refers to four domains or areas in which politics appear endemic:

● structural change;

● inter-departmental coordination;

● resource allocation;

● management succession.

These domains of power are commonplace and often essential areas of organis-
ational activity, and frequently give rise to intense political activity. The four
domains are illustrated in Figure 8.6.

Structural changes reallocate legitimate or position power. During such changes
managers will negotiate, bargain and engage in all manner of political activity to
preserve or enhance their power position. As a result, power and political skills are
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Figure 8.6 Domains of political activity
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required to manage such change. Inter-departmental coordination, Daft (1992)
argues, lacks rules and precedents. The resultant conflicts over issues of territory and
responsibility require political activities to be resolved. Often, at the level of the
individual, succession is a contentious issue. Promotion criteria are often opaque
and open to interpretation and misinterpretation. Networks, formal and otherwise,
alliances and enmities all play a part in creating tension and conflict between
parties. Finally, resource-allocation decisions enhance or reduce power bases and
the ability of individuals or groups to wield resource power. Budgeting is an
intensely political activity, itself requiring sound political skills to manage in order
to avoid or suppress dysfunctional conflict.

Political activity is certainly not confined to business or public sector organis-
ations. Politics in sport is rife and often subject to public scrutiny (see Mini-case 8.1).
No human activity is entirely devoid of political activity if we assume that the plu-
ralistic frame, outlined above, approximates reality. Mini-case 8.1 illustrates that
point.
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Politics and sport

It is often suggested that there is no room for politics

in sport. However, the two are frequently linked at a

variety of levels. At a macro or international level, the

political activities of governments frequently influ-

ence sporting activity, or inactivity, in their country.

For example, in South Africa during the 1970s and

1980s the extreme activities of the apartheid regime

ensured that world condemnation of their policies

meant that economic, political and social sanctions

were enforced. Most sporting links between South

Africa and the rest of the world were severed: a bitter

blow to the sport-enthusiastic South Africans.

Hence, the Springbok rugby team, the South African

cricketers and many individual sportsmen and

women could not compete at international level. In

broad terms the sanctions were successful in

bringing pressure to bear on the regime in power.

There have also been occasions when national gov-

ernments have withdrawn or restricted the activities

of their own teams in protest against political

decisions of others. There is an ongoing debate

about whether the England cricket team should play

in Zimbabwe, as they did in the winter of 2004, due

to the alleged human rights violations committed in

that country.

However, it is not just at this level that politics

impinge on sport. All sports teams, sporting associ-

ations and individual clubs are, like organisations,

political entities. A football team or the Ryder Cup

golf teams, for example, have all the ingredients for

political activity. Competition is rife, many individuals

and groups have collective and individual represen-

tatives, they are in the public domain, and the

customers often feel passionate about their perform-

ance. Football abounds with clichés which symbolise

control or the subversion of individualism: they are

‘political’ clichés. Hence, we are frequently reminded

that ‘no player is bigger than the team’, representing

an attempt by management to control staff by

bringing collective pressures to bear. Players are

‘only as good as their last match’, again a political

interchange between management and players.

Players frequently ‘do not fit in with the style of play’,

often a euphemism for backroom conflict that has

occurred. Managerial and boardroom rows figure in

the folklore of many teams. Furthermore, there is

constant conflict between football at club and

national level. Who holds the power and from what

sources does it derive in this case?

Mini-case 8.1: Politics of sport
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Organisational conflict

Conflict is apparent when at least one party perceives that it exists and where an interest
or concern of that party is about to be or has been compromised or frustrated. Conflict
occurs between individuals, groups and departments: it is, therefore, both an intra-
and an inter-group reality. Conflict is common between individuals in the same
department or group, between employees at different levels of the organisation,
between those with different roles and responsibilities or between otherwise close
colleagues. Similarly, conflict can and does occur between workers, often rep-
resented by trade unions, and managers, between designers and production
managers, between accountants and marketers and so forth. Some conflicts are
stimulated by deep-seated fundamental differences, which might be engrained in
the broader society or the context in which the organisation operates. At the other
extreme, some conflicts are ephemeral, of immediate concern and often easily and
quickly resolved.

Conflict is inevitable (a view consistent with the pluralist perception of organis-
ation). It is a result of interaction in the organisation between individuals and
groups: interaction is an organisational necessity (it would not be an ‘organisation’
without it). The causes of conflict are many and varied (see Figure 8.7). They include
the following:

1 Differences in status, often created by legitimate or hierarchical power
differentials, create barriers to communications, foster feelings of inequity, and
cause consequent friction, which can lead to ambiguity and confusion over
responsibilities.

Status differentials and
communication issues

‘Territory’ issues and
communication concerns

Work flow

Dependency

Scarcity of resources:
How to divide the cake

Winners and losers in change

The winds
of change

Figure 8.7 Some causes of conflict in the workplace
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2 Scarcity of resources, such as promotion prospects, bonus payments and
departmental budgets, creates competition, which often escalates into conflict.

3 Complex organisational structures or configurations frequently make one
group, or individual, dependent on another: in this case conflict may occur
between the parties, if only as a result of different priorities.

4 Quite often the objectives and tasks of individuals and groups can directly
conflict with one another in the same organisation: a zero-sum game might
apply where A’s gain is B’s loss.

5 Differences of opinion and of influence create friction and win–lose situations.

6 Cultural differences were discussed above: conflicts occur between cultures or
subcultures within organisations. Such conflicts in the NHS have been referred
to as ‘tribalism’.

7 Dynamism in the environment, and consequent organisational responses, can
create friction between individuals and groups. Change disrupts existing
patterns of resource allocation and stable structural relationships. It often
creates scope for ‘winners’ and ‘losers’: opportunities for growth and
development for some and loss of scope, esteem and power for others.

Sociologists have explored industrial conflict and its many forms. For example,
Reed (1989) distinguishes between collective and individual conflict, the former
exemplified by actions such as strikes, working to rule and restrictive practices. A
number of people act collectively and live out a rational plan in pursuit of a given
objective. Individual conflict, on the other hand, is more random, varied and,
often, short lived. Taylor and Walton (1971) note that acts of sabotage are a barom-
eter for underlying conflict in an organisation. They represent attempts by
employees to assert control over their work situation, and reflect an underlying
sense of powerlessness. Theft by employees can be motivated by similar causes.

In each of these cases the positive use of power and political skills can help to
reduce conflict, to make it manageable and reduce the potentially dysfunctional
outcome of friction. However, the existence of power differentials and/or the nega-
tive or overt use of power can stimulate further conflict. Clearly, an ambiguity
exists. Power is both a cause of, and a mechanism to help resolve, conflict in the
workplace.

Management of conflict

Whereas organisational theory has developed to accept that conflict is inevitable,
management theory and practitioner concerns demand that conflict be managed
and resolved in the workplace. We discussed above the unitary, pluralist and radical
frames of organisation. Each of these frames, or rather managerial acceptance of
each, would lead to a different approach being adopted to the management of con-
flict. Managers who believe that the unitary organisation is a desirable and
realisable state will view conflict as marginal, the outcome of ineffective manage-
ment or, more likely, as being caused by rogue elements. They will seek to eradicate
it. Managers who recognise that organisations are complex pluralist entities may
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seek to understand the nature and causes of conflict, appreciate the divergence of
interest, and seek compromise or collaboration: they aim to manage conflict.
Pluralists accept that conflict is inevitable and therefore view their role as being to
coordinate and balance the conflicting demands and interests: this is the basis of
stakeholder analysis and strategic management.

An alternative but related approach, the interactionist perspective, suggests that
managers intentionally encourage conflict and its resolution as a catalyst for change.
A group that is harmonious can become static and accepting, blinkered to environ-
mental dynamism and changing priorities and unresponsive to the need for change.
A degree of intra- and inter-group conflict can, it is argued, enable groups and indi-
viduals to maintain a self-critical and creative edge. This perspective on conflict
management has been acknowledged since the 1960s, not least by Pfeiffer (1981).
Hence, management might use conflict to seek radical change, to alter existing
power structures and entrenched attitudes. A change agent might openly challenge,
and/or seek covert support for a challenge to, accepted behavioural norms or power
structures, or might seek to create conflict between groups who represent the new
way forward and those that embrace the status quo. Similarly, creating a manage-
able level of inter-group conflict might create greater intra-group cohesion, a desire
to pull together to compete with other, hostile groups. This might lead to improve-
ment in effectiveness. Successful sports teams use the competitiveness they feel
towards their opponents as a mechanism to bind them together as a team.

Clearly, a balance needs to be struck between the creation and the control of con-
flict. Whereas it is probably not possible to suggest what is an appropriate level of
conflict, it has been argued that both too much or too little is dysfunctional.
Performance, particularly of a group, is maximised when conflict is neither too high
nor too low: this is illustrated in Figure 8.8. When conflict is very low, apathy and
stagnation may breed. The individual, group, department or organisation may be
unresponsive to change and may lack creativity. Work life becomes just too pre-
dictable and it becomes difficult to inspire staff to think and act differently and to
take the organisation forward. Conversely, too much conflict is disruptive, is time
consuming to deal with, and leads to a lack of cooperation and collaboration in
pursuit of organisational goals. The middle ground might provide for sufficient con-
flict to promote self-criticism and innovative attitudes and behaviours.

Conflict-handling model

Thomas (1976) has produced a normative or prescriptive model for managing con-
flict resolution. It is based on two conflict-management dimensions, themselves
reflecting different styles of management. The two dimensions, the degree of
assertiveness in pursuit of one’s interests and the level of cooperativeness in
attempting to satisfy others’ concerns, are places along two continuums and are
illustrated in Figure 8.9. Five conflict-handling strategies emerge which are of rel-
evance and interest to the individual and the manager.

The five conflict-handling styles are:

1 Avoidance – one or more parties in conflict may seek to avoid, to suppress or to
ignore the conflict. They may take recourse in bureaucratic procedures or
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otherwise stall the conflict. This approach may not lead to conflict resolution,
and if the root causes are endemic and/or likely to become apparent again,
avoidance will achieve little or will make matters worse.

2 Accommodation – this involves one party putting the other’s interests first and
suppressing their own concerns in order to preserve some form of stability and
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Figure 8.8 Functional and dysfunctional levels of conflict

Assertive
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Focus on
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Figure 8.9 Conflict-management style

Source: Adapted from K. Thomas (1976) ‘Conflict and conflict management’, in M.D. Dunnette (ed.) Handbook of Industrial and

Organisational Psychology. © Copyright 1976 John Wiley & Sons, Inc, New York.
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to suppress the conflict. Again, if the causes of conflict are endemic or lasting,
accommodation may never resolve these root issues. The accommodating party
may underperform as a consequence.

3 Compromise – often seen as the optimum solution: the word ‘compromise’ in
the English language is viewed as positive and constructive. Each party gives
something up and a midpoint is often accepted after negotiation and debate.
However, in compromise, both parties lose something: there may be a better
alternative.

4 Competition – this is a state where both or all parties do not cooperate; instead
they seek to maximise their own interests and goals. It creates winners and
losers. The resultant power plays, dysfunctional behaviours and uncooperative
activities might prove damaging to the organisation as well as to at least one of
the parties. Even the ‘winner’ may be damaged in the process.

5 Collaboration – from both the individual party’s and the organisational point of
view this is likely to be the optimum solution. Differences are confronted and
jointly resolved, novel solutions are sought, and added value ensues: a win–win
outcome is achieved.

Thomas (1977) has identified the situational or contextual factors which inform
the use of each style of conflict management. The main contingent factors, that is,
those which influence the choice of style, include:

● the time available to resolve the conflict;

● the level of importance of the issue(s) stimulating the conflict;

● the preferred style(s) of the participants in the conflict;

● whether one style (or more) is unacceptable in the particular circumstances, for
example where compromise proves vitally dysfunctional for the organisation;

● where issues of commitment, motivation, precedent and lack of information
are important.

Implicit in this model is the likelihood that individuals and groups choose a par-
ticular style after consideration of the contextual variables. Whereas organisational
experience can undoubtedly enable individuals to ‘read’ a conflict situation better
and to respond appropriately, many individuals do have a preferred style. For
example some people, both in the workplace and in their home and social lives,
thrive on competition and even conflict. This model has inspired the development
of tests for personality type which assess an individual’s ‘natural’ degrees of
assertiveness and cooperativeness. Such tests attempt to identify a preferred style or
styles of conflict handling.

Power and communications

Although power and commnication are inextrictably linked we will briefly examine
the use of symbols as sources of power. A symbol, tangible or otherwise, carries
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meaning which stands for something other than itself. Not suprisingly, that meaning
can reinforce existing power bases and positions and can be used to exert power.
More obvious organisational symbols include company logos or mottoes, the build-
ings and works of art that adorn organisations, the use of space in buildings, the
type of furnishings and so forth. Less tangible symbols include the tremendous
power of language – including the use of imagery and metaphor. All of these, con-
sciously or otherwise, carry meaning: they say something about the organisation.
For example hierarchy is, in many organisations, reinforced by symbols. Senior
managers often have large offices, are supported by secretaries, have superior
quality furnishings and a larger company car than those of their subordinates.

Manipulation of symbols is an expression of power: successful manipulation can
create new or reinforce existing power positions and shape the organisational
environment in favour of the powerful. It can create meaning – which is a vital
ingredient, if not the essential essence, of leadership. Leaders assist in defining situ-
ations and in forging new meanings for employees. They use symbols in the
process. Chapter 9 explores, in some detail, the use of symbolism in organisations.

Power and organisational change

Change is central to the study of power and politics. Change can threaten existing
power structures, while it requires astute political awareness and activity to manage.
We will briefly explore one particular aspect of change management which has a
particular relevance to the study of power or, more specifically, to perceived power-
lessness and to negative power: that is, resistance to organisational change.

Resistance to change

Much has been written about resistance to change. It is viewed as an inevitable
aspect of the change process, one which counterbalances the pressures or forces
encouraging change. Resistance itself can take many forms, from overt, often
aggressive behaviour to covert sophisticated non-compliance. Bedeian (1980) ident-
ified four causes of resistance to change:

● parochial self-interest;

● misunderstanding and lack of trust in management;

● contradictory assessments of the implications of change;

● a low tolerance for change.

Organisational change alters the status quo and frequently entails a loss of power
for some individuals and groups and a gain for others. Shifting power sources and
bases create friction and conflict between real or perceived winners and losers.
Organisational change frequently reduces a group’s access to resources; structural
change can lead to diminishing legitimate or position power, whereas reorganisa-
tion can disrupt previously useful relationships and networks. It is hardly surprising
that people who perceive or know that their power source(s) may be eroded by
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change are likely to resist or, alternatively, seek to participate in the process with the
intention of altering the nature and consequences of change.

When people exercise power, either individually or collectively, to resist change
they are said to be exploiting negative power. The use of the word ‘negative’ may
imply that such resistance is always dysfunctional. That may not always be the case.
Successful resistance could be highly desirable and functional for departments or
groups. Resistance to a change which is ill informed may prove beneficial to the
organisation.
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A number of managerial implications become apparent when one has a basic knowledge and under-

standing of power, politics and conflict in organisations. Many of these suggest tactics for building or

securing power and could be used to abuse power as well as to use power to pursue organisational

objectives. Managers may benefit from the following:

1 Recognising the political aspect of their work and making attempts to hone their political skills in

order to be more effective. It is unlikely that organisations are rational or adopt a unitary frame; rather,

they are political, pluralist, human groupings. Therefore, it is important to recognise the sources of

power and the causes and domains of conflict and political activity.

2 Enhancing their legitimacy through developing expertise in important areas. This often applies to par-

ticular skills, for example in IT or process technology, which are in short supply at the level at which

managers operate.

3 An awareness of sources and flows of information and from attempting to widen access to infor-

mation. A Machiavellian extension to this point is the ability to restrict others’ access to information

and to select favourable information for others’ consumption (see Mini-case 10.2 on practice in

Russia, p. 298). For example, decisions can be influenced by the items that are put on agendas and

even by the sequence in which they are placed (Pfeiffer, 1981).

4 Building coalitions which might involve communicating freely, warmly and frequently with individuals

and groups in the organisation whose support enhances power. Merrell (1979) suggested that effec-

tive managers huddle in small groups to resolve issues, thus stressing the power of the informal,

social network. The aim should be to build positive relationships involving interpersonal liking, trust

and respect. This may involve reaching out to dissenters and old enemies.

5 An expansion of their networks. Related to coalition building is the need to build similar relationships

outside, for example among suppliers and customers, as well as internally.

6 Recognising that successful and effective empowerment creates a win–win situation but that this

may necessitate managing fundamental organisational change.

7 A recognition and understanding of other employees’ feelings of powerlessness and their conse-

quent behaviours and attitudes.

8 A recognition that the successful management of change involves the use of sophisticated political

skills and an emphasis on balancing, coordinating and managing the many and varied interest groups

that hold power.

Managerial implications
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9 An awareness of the power of symbols and, in particular, of the unintended symbolic significance of

words and deeds.

10 Avoiding making their power open and explicit. There is a general dislike of the open demonstration

or abuse of power as most people recognise that self-serving behaviour damages the organisation

and its employees. Instead, managers should make their goals and aspirations explicit and leave

power implicit. People know who holds power; Kanter (1979) argues that explicit claims to power are

only made by the powerless.

Summary of main points 

This chapter has explored power, politics and conflict within organisations. The main points

made are:

● the chapter has offered a definition of the key terms power, politics, powerlessness,

empowerment and conflict;

● there are many sources of power in organisations and mechanisms of power execution:

similarly, there are many causes and domains of conflict;

● power, politics and conflict are closely related;

● organisations can be viewed as unitary entities, pursuing common goals, or pluralist,

embracing different interests and goals;

● conflict can be viewed as endemic and normal (even desirable), or as exceptional and

entirely dysfunctional;

● the use of power and sophisticated political skills is essential in the management of

change;

● power can be used to resist change and manipulate its nature and outcomes, just as

power is used to manipulate the understanding and interpretation of organisational and

environmental events.

Conclusions

This chapter has stressed the intensely human nature of power, political activity and conflict

in organisations. Despite the covert nature of much of this activity it is a very ‘real’ and

important aspect of all organisations. The exercise of power, engagement in political activity

and involvement in conflict can inspire all manner of human responses, from extreme satis-

faction and the resultant dynamism, joy and energy to dire frustration, low morale and

withdrawal. Power is an organisational reality, and knowledge of its causes, forms and con-

sequences is invaluable both to those who seek to analyse, interpret and understand

organisations and to those who wish to work and thrive in the workplace.
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1 In an organisation with which you are familiar identify the sources and bases of

power of each of the main players.

2 In a university or other higher education institution what are sources of power for

(a) students, (b) academic lecturing staff, (c) the head of the department or

school or faculty in which you are studying?

3 Surely empowering people is straightforward and can only bring benefits to all

concerned? Is this the case?

4 Identify one dispute or conflict you have experienced recently which was resolved.

What styles of conflict management did the parties, including yourself, employ?

Questions
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Buchanan, D. and Huczynski, A. (2004) Organizational Behaviour, 5th edn. Harlow:

Financial Times Prentice Hall.

Morgan, G. (1996) Images of Organization, 2nd edn. Newbury Park, CA: Sage, Chapter 6.
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Internet sites

A search engine will help locate sites on power, organisational conflict and organis-
ational politics. You might try this one:
www.socresonline.org.uk This offers a series of sociological research papers and articles

of interest and value on the subject of power and related issues.
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Organisational culture

Learning outcomes

On completion of this chapter you should be able to:

● define organisational culture;

● explore the cultural perspective in some depth by identifying the various schools of

thought and consequent approaches to the study of organisational culture;

● discuss the ways in which cultural knowledge is learned and stored;

● examine the role played by organisational culture in influencing organisational strategy,

performance, diversity and change.

Key concepts

● organisational culture

● national culture

● subculture and cultural diversity

● rituals, symbols and stories

● organisation is a culture – organisation has a culture

● cognitive knowledge

● culture and organisational performance

● cultural change

● culture clash and conflict

● cultural communication

9
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Organisational culture is frequently cited as being responsible for all manner of organis-

ational ills and, on occasions, credited with creating positive qualities. It is essential,

therefore, that we explore this concept more thoroughly to enable us to understand behav-

iour of organisations and to diagnose and interpret organisational problems and activities.

In short, an intimate knowledge and awareness of culture should improve our ability to

analyse organisational behaviour in order to manage and to lead.

Introduction

This chapter explores the theoretical underpinning and complexity of the cultural
metaphor. It opens with a discussion of the concept of organisational culture within
a broader societal context. The nature and influence of national culture, business
sector and group norms and individual personalities are considered. It is recognised
that culture is a metaphor and a ‘way of seeing and analysing’ organisations and, as
such, is one of many potential ‘perspectives’ or frames used for organisational
analysis. We also explore the vastly different approaches taken in the literature to
the study of culture, the consequences of which influence our understanding of the
concept, of its relationship with organisational performance and its impact on man-
agement and organisational change. A precise definition of culture is avoided, as
will become clear, for such definitions often serve to reduce or constrict our under-
standing of this complex notion. Rather, we will explore a myriad of definitions and
discuss a variety of key issues which have an impact on our understanding of organ-
isational culture, thus preserving the value and insight into organisational life that
this concept provides.

The current fascination with organisational culture began in the 1970s and early
1980s with the work of Peters and Waterman (1982), Deal and Kennedy (1982) and
Kanter (1983). However, academics had drawn attention to the notion of culture
operating at the organisational or unit level much earlier. For example, in the 1960s
Blake and Mouton (1969) suggested a link between organisational characteristics
that we might now refer to as cultural and organisational performance. In 1952
Jaques referred to the culture of a factory as ‘its customary and traditional way of
thinking and of doing things which is shared . . . and which new members must
learn’ ( Jacques, 1952: 251). He argued that culture comprised behaviours, attitudes,
customs, values, beliefs and ‘the less conscious conventions and taboos’ (ibid.).
Nevertheless, despite the emphasis given to this concept for over 50 years, there
remain considerable debate and contention surrounding the nature of, and the
value of studying, organisational culture.

Organisational culture in context

Culture is a shared phenomenon, and in the case of organisational culture that
sharing takes place at the level of the organisation. Individuals in a culture differ
and this is, in part at least, a product of personality differences. Culture can make
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one group of people behave, think, and even look, different from another. These
different groups may have different beliefs, different values, and different interpret-
ations of things around them.
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The Last of the Mohicans

The classic film (and book) The Last of the Mohicans (1992), set in the late eighteenth

century in North America, illustrates the virtues and tragedy when different cultures collide.

The French, British, native North Americans and the colonists enjoy very different ways of

being. The film depicts the perspectives of each group and the massive cultural divides

between them. Hawkeye, a Mohican played by Daniel Day-Lewis, rescues Cora Munro,

daughter of a senior British officer, played by Madeline Stowe. In their escape they come

across a British settlement where everyone has been murdered by hostile native Americans.

Cora thinks Hawkeye callous and uncaring for not stopping to bury the bodies. Hawkeye,

recognising both the strength of the attraction between them and the cultural difference

they experience, suggests that it is best if neither tries to understand the thinking of the

other.

Illustration in film

It is also possible to have a culture which comprises two or more subcultures. For
example, in the National Health Service (NHS) in the UK, as in most healthcare
sectors throughout the world, a series of subcultural groups work alongside one
another. Doctors, nurses, professions allied to medicine (PAMs), ancillary workers
and managers – each have their own cultural identity. Each group has its own
values, beliefs, assumptions and norms which guide its activity, each has its own
rituals and ceremonies, its own stories to tell about organisational life and its own
interpretive systems which influence its understanding of organisational symbols.
These groups are differentiated by qualifications and, often, by gender. These sub-
cultural groups frequently conflict with one another: NHS staff often refer to the
inherent ‘tribalism’ of their service. Mini-case 9.1 illustrates a series of rituals, which
are an important aspect of culture, shared by many ward-based nurses in an acute
sector NHS Hospital Trust in the UK.

Rituals in nursing

Organisational routines are an effective coping

mechanism for people. They anchor and reassure

employees in the workplace and are shared by pro-

cesses of socialisation and interaction. Routines

help give order to our working lives. Some of the rou-

tines assume ritualistic significance, which helps

both to preserve them and to raise their significance

in the organisation. Rituals can become enduring

aspects of the culture or the professional culture.

Practical justification of the behaviour becomes irrel-

evant. Thus a ritual is a prescribed activity, often

rigidly observed in a solemn or ceremonial fashion,

Mini-case 9.1: rituals

ORGB_C09.QXP  26/9/05  4:01 pm  Page 247



 

The cultural knowledge of individuals is not identical. Individual difference,
perhaps arising from different home, educational and microsocial contexts, leads to
intra-cultural variation. Hence within any culture, or even subcultural group, differ-
ences exist. Most cultures are tolerant of such differences, in fact it may provide a
mechanism for cultural change or dynamism. For example, national subcultures,
based on criteria such as socioeconomic class, ethnic/religious background or occu-
pation, stimulate both debate and conflict, which can provide an opportunity for
learning and change.

Although culture is created and sustained in social contexts, such as in an organ-
isation, it is dynamic and constantly evolving. At the organisational level culture is
learned by recruits through the process of socialisation, including training and
managerial interventions, whereas educational systems, the media, history, political
processes and the like help shape national culture. In a business sector, such as
retailing or iron working, Grinyer and Spender (1979) have shown how organis-
ations tend to adopt similar strategic responses when faced with pressures for
change. These behaviours are learned by the processes of business-sector interac-
tion, such as through labour movements in the sector, the trade press and formal
managerial or worker associations. Hence a ‘recipe’, which sets limits for action, is
broadly agreed by organisations in a business sector. This recipe is a ‘taken for
granted’ set of beliefs and assumptions which is held, relatively uniformly,
throughout organisations within a business sector. The recipe, rather like culture at
the organisational level, assists managers to make sense of their world.

Hence, values, beliefs, assumptions, norms and ways of interpreting meaning can
be shared on numerous levels, from small subcultures which might thrive in parts
of larger organisations, through organisational culture, corporate culture, business
sector recipes, to regional, national and supranational cultures (see Figure 9.1). It is
at least intuitively sound to suggest that influence is exerted between these various

Chapter 9 • Organisational culture248

which has symbolic significance. Rituals are part of

an organisation’s culture and help to reinforce the

prevailing paradigm. The interpretation of ritualistic

behaviour gives us an insight into the culture of an

organisation.

Rituals

The morning drugs and drinks round: often as early

as 6 a.m., patients are woken, administered drugs

and given a drink of tea. The ritual serves to enhance

the power of the night nurses and to avoid conflict

between them and their day-shift colleagues. Often

additional sleep would serve to speed patient

recovery.

Multiple patient records: all professionals and

professions allied to medicine keep separate patient

records, with the result that some patients – in-

patients in particular – are often asked to give

personal information as much as five or six times.

This ritual serves to enhance or maintain the power

and social identity of each professional group (e.g.

nurses, doctors, physiotherapists).

Daily changing of the dressing on patients’

wounds: although daily changing of dressings is

now less common, many nurses still consider it part

of their duty of care to replace bandages daily, or

even more frequently, in spite of the cost and often

adverse affects of this on the healing process. This

ritual serves to maintain the social identity of, and the

requirement for, nurses.
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levels. For example, the patterning of national values, assumptions and beliefs
appears to have some influence over organisational activity in countries. Hence the
work of researchers at the national level on culture, such as Hofstede, Laurent, Adler
and Trompenaars (referred to in Chapter 10), is important for the understanding of
culture at micro-levels.

Organisational culture: definition and debate

There is considerable debate concerning the nature of organisational culture, which
has far-reaching consequences for management and all manner of organisational
activity including change, corporate strategy and financial and other measures of
performance. It is, therefore, vital that we explore the different definitions and
implications of the concept of culture in order to enhance our understanding of
organisations themselves.

One source of divergence of opinion as to the meaning and value of organis-
ational culture derives from the different subject fields which study the concept.
Much work in the 1980s, for example, derived from business and management
schools. The aims and main contentions of this writing differed significantly from
that which adopted a more anthropological or sociological perspective. Many defi-
nitions of culture are incompatible with one another along a number of
dimensions. For example, if we define culture in an objective manner as an organ-
isational variable then the understanding that culture can and should be actively
managed is implicit. If we view culture as interpretative, intangible and indistin-
guishable from the organisation itself, we tend to accept that it is a much deeper
concept which can only be understood in subjective terms. In the latter case, the
management and intentional change of culture is viewed as a more haphazard and
doubtful experience.

Subculture

The shared
characteristics of a 
group, potentially of
virtually any size, that 
constitutes a subset of a
larger organisational or
professional culture. For
example, permanent
ward-based night nurses
in NHS hospitals are a
subculture of the wider 
group of nurses of the
hospital or unit culture 
where they work and of
the broad organisational
culture of the NHS.

Professional culture

The shared
characteristics of  
members of a profession
or trade. For example, 
we could refer to doctors
or engineers as having
common, cultural ways
of doing and thinking.
These groups have 
experienced similar
education and training
and ‘sign up’ to
professional norms and 
obligations. Often, they 
experience divided
loyalties between
organisation and
profession.

Organisational or
corporate culture

This is, primarily, the
focus of this chapter – 
culture at the level of the 
organisation or corporate
body. Most organisations
have a unique culture, 
even if this has
numerous subcultures
and/or professional
cultures within it. The
relative ‘influence’ of
culture at this level will
depend, to an extent, on
the strength of corporate
identity and influence on
its constituent units.

Industry culture or
recipe knowledge

Industry-sector norms
exist, particularly in long-
established and distinct
sectors. These norms
are not dissimilar to
certain cultural
characteristics: they
influence how
organisations in a sector
interpret environmental
parameters and place
limits on strategy.

National culture

Possibly the most 
transparent
manifestation of culture
lies at this level. For
example, there are many
significant cultural
differences between the 
British, the French and 
the Germans. In addition
of course, many ethnic 
groups, who share 
strong cultures, cross 
existing national or 
political boundaries.
Chapter 10 explores this
in more detail.

Supra-national culture

Characteristics which
peoples from many
countries or states share
in common (across
national boundaries). At
a very broad level one
might refer to Western
and to Chinese cultures: 
the former broadly based
on Christianity and
including peoples from
most of Europe, North 
America and Australasia
and the latter based 
on Confucianism.

Figure 9.1 Culture at ascending levels
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In the early 1980s the cultural metaphor received considerable attention from
academics and managers hoping to discover the answer to many difficult mana-
gerial questions. Far from providing the answer, the plethora of research and writing
about organisational culture stimulated an active, often contentious, debate. One of
the early influential works suggested that strong cultures had a positive effect on
organisational performance (Deal and Kennedy, 1982). Strong cultures were
thought to exist in organisations which exhibited a close fit between themselves
and their environment, possessed a rich and complex system of shared values, a
well-specified and routine set of behavioural rituals and an articulate cultural
network. Deal and Kennedy (1982), inspired by the strength and cohesiveness of
Japanese organisational and national culture, urged a return to the ideas of
America’s early business leaders in achieving strong cultures. Such cultures, it was
argued, provided a system of informal rules which gave guidance to employees and
which motivated people by making them feel better about what they did. Hence the
research suggested a panacea, a prescription to cure the observed organisational ills
in the USA. Their work, like much management research and writing, is primarily
aimed at the American manager and academic. Its ethnocentrism is often apparent.
This work, together with that of Peters and Waterman (1982), in their best-selling
book In Search of Excellence, proved extremely influential in both determining the
managerial and furthering the academic agendas of the 1980s.

Another popular concept of culture was provided by Schein (1985) (see Figure
9.2), who suggested that culture is found at three levels, that is:

● at the core lie people’s assumptions and beliefs which influence our
‘commonsense’ view of the organisational world. These include assumptions
about the nature of the business environment, about human nature in general
and about relationships in the workplace. These fundamental and taken-for-
granted assumptions and beliefs inform

● cultural values which lie at the intermediate level and

● at the surface, culture manifests itself, Schein (1985) argued, in behaviours and
cultural artefacts, such as building design features and technology.

Although in many ways appealing, this model provides a rather static view of a
dynamic concept. It also underplays the role of symbolic activity in organisations
and the role that symbols and stories, for example, play in creating and communi-
cating cultural meaning for people in the workplace. However, it does suggest that
what many writers refer to as culture, with such definitions as ‘the way we do things
around here’, might merely be an overt, tangible, surface-level artefact of that
culture.

The ‘structural’ view of culture relies more upon how roles are structured in
organisation. An example of this is the work of Charles Handy (1989), adapted from
Harrison (1972), on culture. This work identified four ‘types’ of culture based on
structural design features. The link between organisational structure, design and
culture is clear. Handy (1989) suggests that power cultures are found in small entre-
preneurial firms, role cultures in larger bureaucratic organisations, task cultures
dominate in matrix-type organisations, where power lies at the intersection of roles,
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and person cultures are common where the individual is the key element. He iden-
tifies the factors which influence the type of culture found in an organisation, some
of which, such as organisational size, locus of power, types and levels of technology
and characteristics of the business environment, will already be familiar to you.

Power cultures, Handy argues, are found in small, entrepreneurial organisations.
In these, as illustrated in Figure 9.3, power lies at the centre of a web. The organis-
ation depends on informal communications, and people who adopt the attitudes
and norms of the central power source (often the owner/senior executive) will be
valued and trusted. Power relations are clear. Role cultures have high levels of
bureaucracy, and coordination is provided by a small, elite, senior management. An
organisation characterised by role culture is departmentalised, often into clear func-
tions and areas of specialisation. Employees have clear roles clarified by job
descriptions. Work is rationally allocated and organisational life is impersonal. The
organisation is suited to stable environments where efficiency is stressed and
required. Role cultures provide security for employees. The task culture adopts a
project focus and is represented in Figure 9.3 by a net where power lies at the inter-
sections. A task culture is common in matrix organisations (see Chapter 7) where a
team culture exists alongside autonomy. As a consequence these organisations are
more flexible than those characterised by a role culture and they can react to
changing markets. Finally, in the person culture, the individual is paramount. These
cultures are common to professional organisations, such as firms of accountants or
solicitors. There is limited formal control and communication links are informal.

It is, however, important to place this analysis in a broader context. For example,
it derives from a school of thought that links structural factors closely with organ-
isational culture. In fact it does not fully differentiate between structure and culture;
it does not recognise them as separate perspectives or frames with which to view
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beliefs

Figure 9.2 Three levels of culture
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Power culture
Frequently found in small entrepreneurial
organisations, power culture relies on central
power, informal communication and trust.
A unity of purpose negates the need for
bureaucracy. The competence, flexibility
and dynamism of the central power force,
often the owner, are essential. Increased
size might 'break' the tight web-like
relationships, in which case the
organisation might establish a satellite or
replicate itself elsewhere. Power cultures
place considerable demands on staf f.

Role culture
In contrast to the smaller power culture,
this cultural type is characterised by high
levels of bureaucracy and formality. A
small group of senior managers control
the coordination between specialists and
functional areas, as the diagram below
illustrates. Rules, procedures and job
descriptions are the norm. Work is
thought to be rationally allocated to staff.
Suited to stable environments, role cultures
find change difficult to cope with. They
provide security and predictability for staff.

Task culture
Task cultures are often found in matrix
organisations where power resides at the
intersection of responsibilities. Employees
tend to hold joint or multiple
responsibilities and work relatively
autonomously. Influence is based on
expertise as opposed to rank. The need for
authority is reduced by the existence of
both individual control and teamwork.
Operational decisions can be made quickly,
making the organisation flexible. These
organisations find specialisation, or
achieving economies of scale, difficult.

Person culture
The individual is the key feature in this
culture, which only exists if individuals
come together because they see some
mutual benefits ensuing. Teams of
professionals, or even 'hippie'
communities, illustrate this culture type.
There is no formal control and no single
or overriding objective: individual
objectives predominate in the
constraints that 'organisation' involves.
Influence is shared and based on
expertise and mutual respect. Individuals
tend to share common interests. There is
little, or no, formal structure, as shown
below.

Figure 9.3 Handy’s cultural types

Source: Based on Handy (1989) and Harrison (1972)
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organisations (as is illustrated in Chapter 5). It implies that major structural change
will lead to cultural change and suggests that the management of culture, like any
other organisational variable, is quite possible and likely to yield positive results. It
is also a deterministic model: that is, it suggests that a particular type of culture will
result from a particular, given set of structural criteria. All of these assumptions are
challenged by other writers and theorists in this field, who argue that Handy’s work
takes a rather superficial, even trite, view of the complex, all-embracing and sym-
bolic concept which is culture.

A similar model, developed by Miles and Snow (1978), suggests that there are dif-
ferent types of organisation vis-à-vis their strategic outlook. The culture, structure
and other design features and human qualities of organisations conspire to enable
managers in organisations to ‘see’ their world in a restricted way. For example, Miles
and Snow (1978) suggest that there are conservative organisations which adopt low-
risk strategies and well-tried solutions. These ‘defenders’ contrast with the more
innovative ‘prospector’ type organisations. Although this model is of value, its limi-
tations are apparent. It is a simple categorisation of a complex human
organisational phenomenon that takes little or no account of the potential unique-
ness of culture. However, it does link culture with organisational strategy.

In contrast, the interpretive view of culture embraces the complexity and subjec-
tivity of culture while rejecting any simple causal relationships between culture and
organisational structure. It may be too simplistic to view culture from either of the
two perspectives identified here, as both interpretive/symbolic and structural
aspects work in tandem in organisations. Johnson and Scholes (1994), in
attempting to illustrate the complexities of strategic management in a cultural
context, suggest that the organisational paradigm, or ‘way of seeing’, is embraced
in a cultural web (see Figure 9.4). The cultural web comprises ‘hard’ structural and
systems characteristics of organisations together with ‘soft’ symbolic features, and
thus attempts to embrace both the broad schools of thought outlined above.

The cultural web is a useful model for examining the complex interrelationships
between various cultural features and cultural contexts. Implicit also is that, in
order to make significant changes to the organisational paradigm, some or all of the
‘hard’ and ‘soft’ supporting mechanisms need attention. The web also brings to the
reader’s attention the potential significance of ritual, of organisational stories and
of symbols in both creating and sustaining organisational culture. The routines and
rituals represent the taken-for-granted but symbolically significant aspects of organ-
isational life. Some rituals are dysfunctional in as much as they contradict or
countermand the organisation’s objectives. Yet rituals help to give the culture its
identity; they reinforce the ‘way things are done around here’ and indicate what is
important and valued by employees. Organisational stories serve to ‘locate’ the
culture in the history and development of the organisation. They also demonstrate
the nature of the culture and the limits of cultural behaviour. Hence they both
delineate and reinforce culture. All aspects of organisation and of behaviour by
employees and managers can carry symbolic significance. Similarly the systems,
tangible artefacts, organisational structure and consequent organigrams (organis-
ational structure diagrams) all convey important information about the
organisation. These symbols are interpreted by organisational members. Language
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Figure 9.4 The cultural web

Source: Reprinted, with permission, from Johnson and Scholes (2002) Exploring Corporate Culture: Text and Cases, 6th edn,

published by Financial Times Prentice Hall

itself, notably that of more senior and powerful personnel, carries particular sym-
bolic significance. It helps people to understand what is required and expected,
what the norms and values of the organisation are, and how to comply with them
(as well as the consequences of non-compliance). Some argue that symbols and
their interpretation lie at the heart of the concept of culture, and this indicates a
possible avenue for those who desire to manipulate or change the culture.

This debate continues later in this chapter, in the context of organisational
change and performance. First, we briefly explore the mechanisms by which organ-
isational and other levels of cultural knowledge may be learned, shared and stored.

Diversity and organisational culture

It can be argued that diversity and culture are incompatible ideas. How can you
have diversity – different behaviours, values, norms, beliefs – in one organisational
culture? After all, culture focuses on those things that are similar between people in
the organisation: the values, beliefs and norms that bind them together. It is indeed
a conundrum, probably best explained by accepting that all cultures contain diverse
elements, perhaps subcultures, and most are tolerant of a degree of internal differ-
ence. But can cultures be ‘male dominated’, or assume female characteristics, for
example?

When work organisations and management were first formed, often hundreds of
years ago, the workforce was dominated by males, and men held power in organis-
ations, almost without exception. This was the norm. As a consequence, it can be
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argued that organisations today still reflect a male managerial culture. Similarly,
most organisations in the United Kingdom and Ireland, or the USA and Australia,
were dominated both numerically and in power terms by Anglo-Saxon-Celtic
people, such that organisational cultures may still reflect these historically derived
characteristics. As we have seen, cultures are quite resistant to change – values,
norms and beliefs have legs! Bennis (1993) argues that most organisations retain a
macho, control-and-command mentality as a consequence of their initial male
dominance even where such dominance is not necessarily apparent today.

We become increasingly aware of concepts such as institutionalised racism or
sexism. This suggests that racism and sexism are embedded in the organisational
culture, not necessarily manifesting themselves as overt discrimination but via
more subtle behaviours and attitudes often not fully understood or wilfully dis-
played by organisational members. If this is indeed the case then removing
discrimination from the workplace becomes a task of changing cultures (national
cultures too – refer to Chapter 10).

Organisational culture and change

As suggested above, the structural and interpretive views of culture would lead us to
adopt very different approaches to the management of major organisational
change. Since the early 1980s organisational culture became increasingly con-
sidered as both an obstacle to change and a vital ingredient of organisational
success or failure. 

Kanter (1983) argued that there are, broadly, just two types of culture: segmen-
talist and integrative. She outlined the characteristic features of each (see Figure 9.5
for an illustration of some of these characteristics) and suggested that some organ-
isations which possess all or many of the integrative features will embrace
organisational change and will thrive in a dynamic environment. Segmentalist cul-
tures, on the other hand, are, at best, slow to react and struggle when required to
change. She outlines the characteristics of each; in many cases the two categories
represent polar opposites.

The management of cultural change, which many argue is essential to ensure
continuous organisational dynamism, is the subject of considerable debate. Many
researchers have suggested models of cultural change. For example, Dobson (1988)
identified a four-step approach: (a) change recruitment, promotion and redundancy
policies in order to influence the composition of the workforce. This involves an
active HRM role in identifying both employees who display the beliefs and values
the organisation wishes to promote and those who do not; (b) reorganise or restruc-
ture the organisation to ensure that those employees and managers who display
desired qualities are given positions of power; (c) effectively communicate the new
values; (d) change systems in order to reinforce the new beliefs and values. Such
models imply that cultural change can be achieved by a combination of personnel,
structural and systems changes. However, the political power required to both ini-
tiate and implement such changes led Dobson (1988) to suggest that change is
‘top-down’ and imposed.
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A somewhat broader, yet similarly prescriptive, model of cultural change is
suggested by Cummings and Huse (1989). They argue that cultural change may
result if the following prerequisites are in place: a clear strategic vision; top manage-
ment commitment; symbolic leadership; supporting organisational changes; and
changing organisational membership. In their work, which is similar to but broader
than Dobson’s work, Cummings and Huse (1989) locate such change in a strategic
framework. They also accept the need for symbolic intervention, such as ‘visioning’,
and the use of symbolic behaviours and language.

These models are based on empirical research, although both can be criticised as
they tend to underestimate the difficulty involved in changing culture. They have
been widely criticised as being too simplistic and putting forward recommendations
which are too general to be of use to individual organisations (for example, Gordon,
1985; Hassard and Sharifi, 1989). Mini-case 9.2 explores the management of organ-
isational cultural change.
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Segmentalist culture

•• Views organisational problems narrowly

•• Locates problems and hence responsibilities narrowly within department’s or individual’s remit

•• Has segmented structure, divided into departments, and functions often work against one another

•• Shuns experimentation

•• Avoids confronting problems and conflicts

•• Has weak coordinating mechanisms

•• Emphasises precedent, policies, procedures and systems

•• Inward-looking

Integrative culture

•• Sees problems as related

•• Views problems and responsibilities as shared and connected

•• Has matrix or team/project-based structure

•• Innovates and test assumptions: invites experimentation

•• Invites confrontation and eventually transcends differences

•• Creates mechanisms of coordination for sharing information and ideas

•• Looks for novel solutions

•• Outward-looking

Figure 9.5 Segmentalist and integrative cultures

Source: Based on Kanter (1983).
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The management of organisational

cultural change

This mini-case explores a cultural change process in

a medium-sized NHS Hospital Trust in the Midlands

of England. The organisation was successful in

achieving significant and measurable quality

improvements, exceeding its broad array of objec-

tives and coping with considerable environmental

flux in the mid-1990s. It was widely considered that

aspects of the organisation’s culture had changed.

Successful leadership of cultural change required

the leaders to think culturally, to be guided by a

mental map which indicated where they were

coming from and what the intended destination was

actually like. They employed cultural tools to nego-

tiate this journey. Additionally, they could not ignore

the politics of change nor the hard systems and

structural changes that were needed to reinforce

and symbolise major change. They used the real or

perceived crisis caused by the imminence of a

change of status (to quasi-independence or Trust

status) as a trigger for change. This crisis increased

the receptiveness of employees and of the context in

general.

Of particular interest was the cultural, symbolic

‘tools’ which were employed. Whereas many man-

agers ignore or trivialise the concept of culture and,

at best, only think about culture, the CEO in this

case thought culturally: that is, he considered the

situation in cultural terms. He made every effort to

utilise the power of symbols. He showed awareness

that his actions carried overt face-values, influence

and symbolic significance. This awareness enabled

him to calculate the effects of his language, dress,

style and actions in symbolic and, therefore, cultural

terms.

His insistence on wearing jeans and T-shirts and

playing loud pop music at management away-days

was a symbolic attempt to reduce barriers and to

signal change. The suggestion was that experimen-

tation and change were exciting. He graphically

symbolised innovation and enthusiasm by his style of

facilitating meetings: darting from flip chart to flip

chart, encouraging brainstorming and ideas, publicly

embracing employees’ concerns and views.

Additionally, he frequently gave small gifts to ‘islands

of progress’, sub-units in the hospital which had

exceeded targets. This symbolised the rewarding of

desired behaviours and attitudes.

Rituals

New rituals were created which symbolised change.

Hence, reclassification of hospital porters, cleaners,

domestic staff and caterers as ward assistants sig-

nalled a new and enhanced social identity for this

group, which helped to overcome some of the old

demarcation issues. Away-days became a ritual of

‘sensemaking’, attempts to listen and explain and to

help people through the ensuing changes.

Stories

Organisational stories symbolise what is important in

an organisation and help to shape its culture. The

stories of how this CEO held meetings, refusing to

sit down, inviting criticism and challenge to existing

ways of doing things and engaging in open and frank

discussion, signalled that experimentation was wel-

comed.

Values

Collectively held values underpin organisational

culture. It is not surprising that attention to the organ-

isational value system became a top priority for the

management team. From the early stages, planned

workshops and impromptu discussions with senior

and middle managers and clinical consultants

worked on developing the organisational mission –

perhaps the prime symbolic expression of any organ-

isation. The workshops sought to build gradually a

value statement which reflected both individuals’

personal values and the fundamental purpose of the

hospital. The resulting statement is simple and holds

few surprises: but, far more importantly, it is ‘owned’

by many.

Mini-case 9.2: A model of change
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Other researchers, while accepting that cultural change occurs, take a more con-
sidered view of the ease and pace with which such change takes place. Schein (1985)
argued that it is essential to understand how the existing culture is sustained before
it can be changed. An analysis of the values, assumptions and beliefs which underlie
organisational activities reveals culture, he suggested, as an adaptive learning
process. Schein’s (1985) approach places emphasis on the way organisations com-
municate their culture and how assumptions are translated into values. Barnes
(1996: 117) suggests, ‘seeks to understand the mechanisms used to propagate
culture and how new values and behaviours are learned’. Clearly, once these mech-
anisms are revealed, such knowledge forms the basis of a strategy of cultural change.
However, Schein (1984) was critical of the idea that cultural change can be achieved
by a top-down, management-led approach. Others have suggested that the time
frame for cultural change is from six to 15 years (Uttal, 1983), though some writing,
by the less well informed and empirically weak, naively suggests the time frame can
be as little as one year.

Pettigrew (1990) recognises the difficulty of managing culture. He identifies
seven reasons why culture is difficult to change, an explanation which cuts across
some of the definitional divides addressed here. The seven issues are:

1 Levels – culture exists at a series of levels, from beliefs and assumptions to
cultural artefacts (see Schein, 1985).

2 Pervasiveness – not only is culture deep, it is broad and embraces all
organisational activity.

3 Implicitness – much of culture is taken for granted. Therefore, it is difficult to
change things which are implicitly part of people’s thinking and behaviour.

4 Imprinting – culture has deep historical roots.

5 Political – culture has connections with the power distribution in an
organisation, as certain power groups have a vested interest in the prevailing
beliefs and cultural behaviours remaining as they are.

6 Plurality – organisations often have plural or more than one culture, that is, a
set of subcultures and different group norms and behaviours.

7 Interdependence – culture is closely connected with the politics of the
organisation, with its structure, systems, people and priorities.

Pettigrew (1990) recognises the role of power and politics in organisations and the
interconnectivity of all organisational phenomena and processes. He therefore takes
a broad view of culture and cultural change. His paper draws on empirical research
in Jaguar Cars and ICI and suggests a list of 13 prescriptions for management to
follow to improve the chances of successful change occurring.

Cultural change programmes are often managed by one or more senior managers
working with the Human Resource Management (HRM) or Human Resource
Development (HRD) department. However, the part played by HRM and training
and development in the reproduction and change of organisational culture extends
well beyond recruitment, selection, redundancy management and other ‘organis-
ational membership’ measures. Many management development and training
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activities are concerned, implicitly or explicitly, with reinforcing or changing
culture. For example, if a company wishes to instil a collective value of better cus-
tomer care, then this is often facilitated through training and development
programmes. It is also often built into performance appraisal and reward systems.
Hence a coherent and consistent series of direct HRM interventions aim to reshape
an aspect of organisational culture. It is quite possible to add to these training inter-
ventions and systems changes an element of symbolism. For example, if people
who displayed ideal customer orientations were made into heroes or heroines and
if a ceremony were held to acknowledge and reward such examples, then that ritual
might transmit new or evolving meaning to organisational members.

Brooks and Bate (1994), when commenting on the limitations of many tra-
ditional top-down methods of change, suggest that successful cultural change
requires:

● an awareness of the present culture;

● an awareness of the desired future culture;

● ‘management’ of the politics of acceptance; and

● a trigger for change.

Thus an essential rule for any cultural change should be: ‘know your own culture,
then change it’, if necessary. Similarly, the holding of ideals or ambitions, a vision
or model of the desired future state, would appear essential to facilitate purposeful
change. It is important to recognise that politics and culture enjoy a complex
relationship. It all depends on how we view organisations. Certainly, for any new
paradigm to take hold in an organisation, it needs legitimisation. Hence, as culture
is collectively ‘owned’, it seems reasonable that some attention needs to be paid to
collective, political acceptance of the need for dynamism and of the direction of
intended change. Finally, it is often considered that successful cultural change is
facilitated by a real or perceived crisis, ‘a state of affairs that acts as a trigger or cat-
alyst for second-order change’ (Brooks and Bate, 1994: 189).

Wilson (1992: 78) argues that ‘following an interpretive view of culture leads us
to a very different analytical and methodological perspective on how sense may be
made of organizational change’. What becomes important is not the notion of an
amenable and malleable culture but the cognitive and interpretive processes by
which individuals in the workplace make sense of the change and, as a consequence,
either support it, facilitating it for others, or seek to destroy or resist it. Thus the
interpretation of symbols, such as language, lies at the heart of this view. Although
culture may appear more obscure and less readily analysable from this perspective it
need not necessarily be so. Symbols abound in organisations, and the importance
given to them is significant. Recognition that the way in which change and other
management initiatives are interpreted is seen as vital from this perspective. Hence
‘reality’ becomes a social construction: that is, what is real is influenced by the
complex cognitive processes of individuals and the myriad of social interactions
between people in the workplace. A collectively held, socially derived interpretation
of events then becomes a cultural belief. For example, Isabella (1990) views organis-
ational transition itself as subject to change from an interpretive perspective. Hence,
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during a change process people will view that change and the ‘realities’ of the
change process and its outcome differently at different stages of the process (see
Figure 9.6).

It is argued that this interpretation of the change process, especially if it is a col-
lective or cultural interpretation, will influence the eventual acceptance, or
otherwise, of the change and the future success of the organisation. In order to
answer the question ‘What will the change mean for me?’, people make sense of
information and piece it together within a rich context of past and present organ-
isational events. In this view of culture, managers are not powerless to change
culture but need to pay attention to the symbolic consequences of their actions,
while aiming to foster desired values. However, they can never control culture – as
many management writers suggest is possible.

If we consider organisations themselves as if they are cultures, as Wilson (1992)
and Isabella (1990), above, have done, then this fundamentally influences our
understanding of management action and of business strategy. For example, if man-
agers as strategists are part of the culture then both the process of strategy making
and the resultant strategies will be profoundly influenced by the subjective pro-
cesses found in that culture. Partly as a consequence of this, some academics argue
that culture neither can nor should be consciously changed. Meek (1982: 469) com-
mented that ‘culture as a whole cannot be manipulated, turned on or off . . . culture
should be regarded as something an organisation “is”, not something it “has”: it is
not an independent variable nor can it be created, discovered or destroyed by the
whims of management.’

Finally, the ethics of management’s attempts to control culture are worthy of
consideration. It has been argued (for example, by Van Maanen and Kunda, 1989)
that managerial interest in organisational culture is motivated by a desire to control
what employees think, feel, do and say. Any such attempts to intervene and change
culture may be viewed as little short of cognitive control. If culture is a collective
concept then the ‘right’ to manipulate it to one group’s advantage may be ethically
questionable.

Organisational learning and change

Organisational learning is a much debated contemporary issue of particular signifi-
cance in the study of culture and of change. It was briefly discussed in Chapter 5.
The question ‘Can organisations learn?’ invites often heated and contentious
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Confirmation Culmination AftermathAnticipation

Figure 9.6 Evolving interpretations of a change process

Source: After Isabella (1990)
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debate. Clearly, individuals in organisations can and do learn, yet we have evidence
that organisations as a whole (as well as individuals in them) continue to repeat
activities which sometimes lead to dysfunction and lack of success. It appears to
many that organisations do not learn, neither do they learn, except slowly, to cope
with a dynamic environment. Argyris (1964) and later Argyris and Schon (1978)
argued that the important distinction in this debate lies between an organisation’s
ability to engage in single-loop or double-loop learning. They conclude that most
organisations are locked into mere single-loop learning. Single-loop learning occurs
where an organisation learns to conduct tasks, as if by rote, or to manage itself in a
particular, predictable way. Double-loop learning involves greater questioning of
both the organisation’s objectives and its methods of achieving them in a con-
tinuous and progressive fashion. In double-loop learning an organisation will not
automatically attempt to solve a problem or conduct a task in the same way as it
has in the past but will possess the ability to reflect on previous experiences, to learn
from them and to innovate and experiment with alternatives.

Single-loop learning is likely to be common in segmentalist (Kanter, 1983) organ-
isations, whereas double-loop learning requires individuals and groups to be willing
to discuss sensitive issues openly and to confront differences of view and seek ways
of clarifying vague and ambiguous ideas and data. They must attempt to engage in
collective reflection and problem resolution.

Culture, conflict and communications

We have seen how symbols can act as cultural communicators when consciously or
otherwise employed by leaders (see Chapter 6) and as powerful tools in manage-
ment (see Chapter 8), so we will not repeat this material here. However, we will
explore the conflict that exists between cultures.

Conflict between subcultures

Rather like the conflicts that exist between departments in any organisation, fric-
tion is commonplace between different organisational subcultures. In order to
maintain collective understanding and unity it is necessary for subcultures to devise
initial socialisation processes and ongoing mechanisms which induct and continu-
ally forge individuals into the group. Collective behaviours, norms and values are
essential qualities of a subculture. Collectiveness better ensures a basis for power.
Disparate individuals, whether in the workplace or in wider society, lack power.
Collectively, as in a culture or subculture, they ‘speak with one voice’, develop a dis-
tinctive social identity and, potentially, tap into the sources of power needed to
enhance their socioeconomic status.
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Mini-case 9.3 illustrates the power conflicts that exist between subcultures in the
health service. Subcultures in organisations, such as doctors or nurses or managers
in a typical hospital, engage in ritual activities in order to enhance their cultural
identity and preserve their standing. This is also true of many professional groups,
such as accountants, solicitors and teachers. Each has exacting examinations and
educational requirements which must be met before individuals are allowed to
‘join’, and each has a formal or implicit code of practice. Many subcultural groups
seek the same, or similar, sources of power as identified above. Hence, in the
National Health Service in the UK there is a constant, ongoing, struggle for power
between managers and medical personnel. Managers draw on considerable position
or legitimate power and, notably, usually have control over resource allocation
(reward power). The expertise of medical personnel is their prime source of power.

Other subcultural groups preserve their power by creating scarcity and restricted
access to their expertise. The Institute of Chartered Accountants, for example, is
reported to alter the pass mark in its entry examinations in order to protect against
an oversupply of accountants in the marketplace. The resultant scarcity increases
accountants’ power to negotiate favourable terms for their services.
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Dead Poets Society

The film Dead Poets Society (1989), starring Robin Williams, illustrates how a newcomer

to an organisation, in this case a school, holds beliefs and engages in behaviours which are

alien to the culture. He tries to unleash students’ creativity and their individuality. The

resultant behaviour of students and teacher (John Keating, played by Robin Williams) is

unacceptable to the staid administration, and Keating is fired. Watching the film, you might

look for some of the physical artefacts, the values, norms and behaviours experienced in the

school and assess how those encouraged by Keating clashed with the prevailing culture.

Illustration in film

Subcultural power: healthcare

There are few organisations where differences

between definable groups are more strongly evi-

denced than in the National Health Service (NHS) in

the UK, Europe’s largest employing organisation.

Despite the claims that medical personnel work as a

care team to ensure quality patient care, numerous

subcultures exist and strive for power. A complex

‘pecking order’ ensures that each group struggles to

maintain or enhance its power base.

In a typical hospital ward, for example, there are

cleaners or domestics, ward clerks, assistant nurses,

staff nurses, sisters, junior doctors, registrars and

consultants. Additionally, patients on that ward are

often visited by physiotherapists and radiologists, to

name just two of the many professions allied to med-

icine (PAMs), and rely on pharmacists and numerous

specialists to ensure recovery and quality treatment.

Each of these groups represents a subculture in the

broader hospital culture or medical community.

Power differentials exist and are often obvious.

Mini-case 9.3: Subcultures and power imbalances in the National Health Service
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These differentials are based on many of the sources

of power, such as access to resources, expertise,

legitimate power, access to information and to net-

works and coalition building. Even in one group,

such as qualified staff nurses or doctors, micro level

subcultures exist. For example, permanent night

nurses do not enjoy the same recognition (of their

skills and expertise) as their day colleagues and,

hence, are relatively powerless. When attempts are

made to introduce annualised contracts and internal

day–night rotation on wards, night nurses are rela-

tively powerless to stop this trend.

Of additional interest is the complexity of power

interdependencies in NHS hospitals and the role

and power position of managers and managerialism.

Managerialism has been promoted by government-

inspired reforms of the 1980s and 1990s.

Management has enhanced its power vis-à-vis most

other groups, with the result that managerial pay,

particularly at senior levels, has increased more

rapidly than that of, for example, nurses (a relatively

powerless group), and their influence has increased

significantly. Nurses have attempted to address this

position by union or association action (e.g. by

Unison and/or the Royal College of Nursing),

although a shortage of nurses in 1998 and beyond

may increase the power of this group as their

expertise becomes in short supply. Many subcultures

gain power by making others dependent on them. In

modern hospitals, managers control most of the

resources: this better ensures that the dependencies

which occur are controlled by management.

Rituals, medical jargon and precedent are all used

to hold on to power and to reinforce existing social

divisions. Only certain grades of personnel or those

holding particular qualifications are allowed to

conduct certain tasks. Demarcation between

groups, even when there is little or no rational reason

for it, is strong and pervasive. Attempts to remove

differences are fraught with difficulties. For example,

a recent attempt at a Midlands hospital to issue iden-

tical uniforms and to unify pay levels for ward-based

domestics, ward clerks and unqualified assistant

nurses was greeted with considerable opposition,

particularly from ward clerks, who consider the cler-

ical responsibilities they hold to be greater than the

domestic responsibilities of cleaners. The uniform

symbolised that change, and although the staff

chose the actual uniform it was almost universally

disliked (except by many of the ex-domestics who

were net gainers in the change).

Discussion question

How do doctors and consultants preserve their

power?

Knowledge and increasing awareness of organisational culture have significantly influenced managerial

thinking and practices in recent decades. Yet, as we have seen above, there remains no clear under-

standing and/or agreement over the meaning or value of this concept. That said, managers should be

open to the following ideas.

1 Be aware that most people view organisations from one, or a limited number, of perspectives and

that what we see is strongly influenced by that ‘lens’.

2 Reflect on their perspective(s) and embrace or experiment with others which may shed new light on

old organisational problems and may lead to the generation of novel solutions.

Managerial implications
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3 Understand that culture is shared and pervasive, and influences every aspect of organisational life,

including strategy, structure, employee relationships, communications, interpretation of the business

environment and so forth.

4 Be sensitive to the multiple influences on culture, such as the role of gender, ethnicity and other

factors in shaping organisational norms and behaviours.

5 Be sensitive to an organisation’s culture as an essential prerequisite for successful management of

change.

6 Be aware that culture changes and may be changed, but it is likely that ‘cultural tools’ will need to

be employed to achieve success.

7 Understand that everything one does, wears or says carries symbolic significance and sends

meaning to employees: understanding how they might interpret that meaning could prove valuable.

8 Accept that many organisational routines become ritualised and carry symbolic significance: they are

often dysfunctional and do little in themselves to achieve organisational objectives but serve to bind

groups together.

Summary of main points

This chapter has been critical of the often simple and trite way in which culture is discussed,

and has sought to delve more deeply into this complex concept. The main points are:

● culture is an intensely ‘human’ and shared phenomenon which exists in a rich inter-

national, national and organisational context;

● identifiable subcultures thrive in many, especially large and diverse, organisations;

● there is considerable contention concerning the nature of organisational culture, with

many suggesting, or implying, that it is an organisational variable, like structure, and

others arguing that organisations are cultures;

● there are many typologies of culture, which are attempts to identify a small number of cul-

tural types into which all organisations can be classified;

● although apparently paradoxical, culture is both enduring and ever changing;

● cultural change processes are the subject of considerable organisational and managerial

research and practical concern, but all agree that culture is difficult to change;

● culture is related to organisational performance, change and organisational learning;

● conflict between cultures occurs within organisations.

Conclusions

Organisational culture is a complex field of study stimulating definitional and methodological

debate and contention. It can be seen that the concept has been linked to organisational

performance, to management behaviour, and to organisational change, structure and

strategy. Consequently, whatever views carry most salience with the reader, the concept of
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organisational culture must be recognised as of vital importance to the understanding of

organisation and all activities and processes operating within and in connection with organ-

isation.
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1 What is a ritual? Describe one in the organisation where you are studying.

2 Discuss some features of any culture, at any level, with which you are familiar.

How do strangers cope with that culture?

3 Can you change culture easily? What ‘tools’ would you use to try to change

culture? Should you attempt this in the first place? After all, the culture is not

yours to change.

Questions
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Internet sites

There are very many web sites accessible via search engines with useful information
on organisational culture, a few of which are:
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www.drew-associates.pwp.blueyonder.co.uk/culture.htm A useful model, but be sure to

critically evaluate the models used.

www.brunel.ac.uk/~bustcfj/bola/culture/culture.html A few pages of academic open

learning material on culture.

www.helsdale.demon.co.uk/cult.htm Useful summary primarily of Charles Handy’s cultural

models.
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The impact of national culture on

organisational behaviour

Learning outcomes

On completion of this chapter you should be able to:

● understand the concept of national culture and some of the factors that influence

cultural differences;

● appreciate different ways of classifying culture, especially the work of Laurent, Hall,

Hofstede and Trompenaars;

● have an appreciation of the difference between culture shock and culture shift;

● evaluate the ways in which national culture can influence individual and organisational

behaviour, including motivation, leadership and management styles and practices;

● comprehend the difference between convergence and divergence in management

styles and how this is linked to globalisation;

● consider the crucial role of communication in overcoming cross-cultural problems in

organisations;

● understand how cultural differences might lead to conflict or may hinder changes, with

particular reference to international mergers and alliances and also flexible working trends.

Key concepts

● national culture

● cultural determinism

● high-context and low-context cultures

● power distance, uncertainty avoidance, individualism/collectivism,

masculinity/femininity, Confucian dynamics

● ethnocentrism

● cultural differentiation and profiling

● culture shock

● culture shift

● perceptual gaps

● management styles

● cultural stereotyping

● convergence/divergence

Jon Stephens

10

ORGB_C10.QXP  26/9/05  4:02 pm  Page 269



 

Chapter 10 • The impact of national culture on organisational behaviour270

With the increased move towards internationalisation and globalisation of business activi-

ties, the impact of national cultures on organisations is becoming of increasing importance.

Differences in national cultures may have a bearing on how organisations deal with each

other and also on behaviour within organisations which comprise a mix of nationalities. This

chapter therefore explores the concept of national culture and then seeks to examine areas

of organisational behaviour where cultural differences may be significant.

Introduction

The environment in which most organisations exist is increasingly dynamic and
turbulent. Rapid change affects the workings of the organisation and organisational
behaviour. One of the factors that is creating change in the environment is interna-
tionalisation and globalisation. The world is becoming a much smaller place as a
result of changes in transport and technology. For instance, it is now feasible to
commute from London to Paris, Lille and Brussels by means of high-speed rail links
(Eurostar), with further routes throughout Europe being opened up as the high-
speed train network grows. Air travel is growing at about 7 per cent a year, with
increased deregulation creating cheaper prices so that business people and tourists
can more easily travel between continents. Information technology has also shrunk
the world in that communication across borders has never been easier, with email,
the internet and, increasingly, teleconferencing providing swift links between
people in organisations in different countries.

At the same time more and more companies are seeking an international pres-
ence as a means of diversifying their markets, helped by the development of trade
blocs. In the European Union (EU), for example, the single market programme
sought to remove a range of barriers that had previously inhibited trading and busi-
ness across borders. Despite the Asian crisis of 1997, that region has continued to
attract massive investment from other countries, with China overtaking the United
States as having the highest level of Foreign Direct Investment (FDI). With opening
up of the Chinese market and the rapid changes that are taking place in Eastern
Europe, and with the EU growing to 25 members, there has been a surge of inter-
national mergers, alliances and joint ventures as companies seek to achieve
competitive advantage through internationalisation.

These developments mean that an increasing number of organisations are oper-
ating in several countries, and thus managers in the organisation’s host country are
having to deal with nationals from other countries. From a European perspective it
is not merely European companies investing and developing overseas; it is also
organisations from other countries which have invested in Europe. Again there is a
likelihood of increased contact with managers in other countries, even if the organ-
isation operates predominantly in one country. These developments have placed
the issue of national culture much higher on the organisational agenda. There is
clear evidence that an increasing number of organisations are having to deal with
cultural issues and that the success or otherwise of their efforts may have a signifi-
cant impact on the organisation’s overall effectiveness. However, before an
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organisation can deal with issues arising from national cultural differences, it must
first be able to identify what these differences are likely to be and also consider
specific issues of significance. Identifying and discussing these is the prime objec-
tive of this chapter.

National culture

One of the biggest problems we face when looking at national culture is to find an
acceptable definition. Kroeber and Kluckholm (1985) found over 160 definitions of
culture in their research. This may be because culture can be viewed from an
anthropological or sociological perspective as opposed to a purely organisational
one, although the latter is the area on which this chapter focuses. Two useful
examples of definitions of culture are as follows. Mead (1951) suggests that culture
‘is a body of learned behaviour, a collection of beliefs, habits and traditions, shared by a
group of people and successively learned by people who enter society’. Hofstede (1984)
defines culture as ‘the collective programming of the mind, which distinguishes the
members of one human group from another . . . culture, in this sense, includes systems of
values’. A more thorough definition and discussion of culture, predominantly at the
level of the organisation (as opposed to the nation), is given in Chapter 9.

The most deep-rooted element of culture is the set of values and fundamental,
taken-for-granted assumptions held by a group of people. Such values and assump-
tions about all manner of phenomena, including those about what is ‘right’ and
what is ‘wrong’ and what is ‘good’ and what is ‘bad’, manifest themselves in
people’s attitudes and behaviours, as was identified in Chapter 2. Often surface
behaviour is driven by a much deeper value, assumption or belief which is itself a
product of cultural conditioning. As will be shown, cultural differences can be sub-
stantial and may lead people to view ‘similar’ phenomena in quite different ways.
For example, people in a particular country may cherish their personal right to
freedom of speech, whereas another culture may feel that such a right should be
subordinate to what is in the best interests of society as a whole.

The discussion above implies that culture comprises some commonly held values
among a group of people which have been determined by the environment in
which they grew up and which, to some extent, will influence their behaviour both
inside and outside the organisation. Because of Hofstede’s work on classifying cul-
tures there is a tendency to look at this in purely national terms, although there may
be substantial subcultures within a society: for example, the Catalans see themselves
as having a different culture from that of the rest of Spain, although there are points
of similarity. A country may have several strong subcultures which may not always
correspond with national stereotypes, and businesses sometimes need to be aware of
this. Culture is shared; however, that is not to say that everyone in a particular
culture thinks and acts in the same way (as Chapter 2 makes clear). Individual dif-
ferences are significant. When describing cultures we look for ‘typical’ values, beliefs
and attitudes and ‘norms’ of behaviour. Subcultures can also exist, based on other
than geographical criteria. In some countries subcultural differences may follow
social class, gender, age, ethnic origin, religion or occupational group, for example.
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Figure 10.1 illustrates the origins of commonly held values. As can be seen, these
are all factors that may influence how our values develop within the society in
which we grow up and work. Perhaps one of the most critical factors is that of lan-
guage. Returning to the example of Catalonia, we may note that the Catalans have
a different language than Spanish (Castilian), and this serves to bond the people of
the region together and to reinforce their culture. Sometimes the introduction of
new languages, for example those which are compulsory in schools, may have an
impact on culture. An example here is the marked shift towards Mandarin Chinese
in Hong Kong before Hong Kong was returned to China in 1997. People believed
that with Hong Kong’s integration into the People’s Republic of China, there would
be increased opportunities for those speaking Mandarin Chinese, as opposed to the
type of Chinese spoken in Hong Kong (Cantonese). It remains to be seen how this
switch in use of language will influence the evolution of culture. Sometimes,
changes to language which are influenced by other cultures can be fiercely resisted,
as we have seen in France, where the Académie Française has been trying to prevent
the introduction of ‘pop-culture’ words which were mainly English.

Religion may also have a significant bearing on culture. The effect may be
especially pronounced in countries where the religious and political systems are
closely interlinked, such as in Iran or Israel, but it will also be significant in deter-
mining the types of values developed. For example, Confucianism has certainly
influenced the collectivist views and long-term perspective held throughout Asia.
Perhaps the Protestant work ethic has influenced the degree of individualism that
is encountered in many Anglo-Saxon countries, and Catholic countries are often
linked with high power distance and uncertainty avoidance (see the discussion
below of Hofstede’s analysis).

Numerous factors help to determine the way we look at things in the world, how
we see ourselves and how we see others. Murdoch (1945) identified many specific
factors in which there may be cultural differences. These include:
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Figure 10.1 Factors affecting national culture
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● courtship;

● dream interpretation;

● food taboos;

● use of gestures;

● greetings between friends and business contacts;

● joking;

● meal-time behaviour;

● use of personal names;

● religious rituals.

Although these areas are of great interest to the anthropologist, they may also be
significant when one is negotiating across cultures.

Perspectives on culture

Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck

Some of the earliest work on analysing culture was carried out by Kluckhohn and
Strodtbeck (1961), who essentially approached culture from an anthropological per-
spective. It was based on studies in rural communities in south-east USA, although
it was applied in a much wider cultural context. Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck were
able to classify values into six basic orientations to the world, from which a cultural
profile would emerge. The six orientations of value were:

● the nature of individuals;

● the person’s relationship to their environment;

● the person’s relationship to other people;

● the nature of the person’s activity;

● the time dimension of the person’s activity;

● the space dimension of the person’s activity.

These orientations were then further subdivided as shown in Table 10.1.

Nancy Adler

Nancy Adler (1997) looked at these dimensions from an American perspective and
suggested that Americans see individuals as a mixture of good and evil who are also
capable of changing and improving themselves: hence, the demand for books and
programmes which propose to make people better managers or put them more in
touch with their inner self. In terms of their relationship to the environment, Adler
suggests that Americans see themselves as dominant over nature and their environ-
ment rather than feeling a need to live in harmony with their environment, as
people with a more Confucian-type perspective would do. When it comes to
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relationships with other people, the American culture can clearly be seen to be indi-
vidualistic as opposed to depending more on groups. There is still the belief that
anyone can rise to the top with the right combination of skills and drive, sometimes
called the ‘log cabin to president’ philosophy. They believe that your birthright
should be no barrier to your development in society. People who achieve are seen
as the ‘champions’ of the country, whether it is Bill Gates with Microsoft or Michael
Jordan on the basketball court. Adler suggests that the individual will be expected
to make decisions and perform independently whereas, in the more group-orien-
tated or collectivist cultures, there is greater dependence on the group, whether it is
the extended family (as in Chinese family businesses) or the company (such as in
the giant groups of interlinked companies in Japan called keiretsu).

When we consider the nature of people’s activity we can see clearly that the
Americans are ‘doers’ or action orientated: if there is a problem you go and sort it
out yourself. This may have a significant impact on management style and activity
in the organisation in that individuals will be expected to engage in problem-
solving activity by themselves rather than rely on others for a solution. A television
series in the UK called The Tourist Trap exposed people of different nationalities to
similar experiences in order to evaluate their reactions. One ‘event’ involved inten-
tionally leaving the breakfast in a deserted kitchen to see how the groups would
react. The American group soon found the kitchen and organised the breakfast
themselves without any complaint, whereas the Japanese group remained politely
waiting in the main room. It took them a long time to go and find the kitchen and
even then they were reluctant to take over from the staff who were temporarily
absent.

When looking at the time dimension of their activities, Adler found the
Americans to be future-orientated in that they believed you should look at issues
and assess the potential future benefits that could be produced, although they
tended to look at these benefits very much in the short term rather than in the long
term. Past-orientated cultures are more likely to be found in Europe and Asia. This
might partly be a result of a greater sense of history or a belief that actions should
fit in with beliefs and traditions. It is also noticeable that many Asian companies
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Table 10.1 Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck’s value orientation dimensions

Perception of Possible dimensions

1 Individuals Good Good and evil Evil

2 Relationship to

environment

Dominant Harmony Subjugation

3 Relationship with

others

Individualistic Extended groups Hierarchical groups

4 Nature of activity Doing Controlling Being

5 Relationship to time Future-looking Present-looking Past-looking

6 Relationship to space Private Mixed Public

Source: Adapted from Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck (1961) and Adler (1997)
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adopt a longer-term perspective, and this may explain Japanese companies’ prefer-
ence for long-term market growth rather than short-term profits.

The final dimension of Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck’s work refers to how individ-
uals address the space dimension of their activities. This is often reflected in office
layouts. In some cultures there may be separate offices, and access to people may be
restricted or guarded by a ‘gatekeeper’ or secretary. Other cultures have a more open
approach and may value the openness of managers in the organisation. Whereas,
Adler suggests, Americans prefer considerable private space, there is considerable
evidence from Japanese companies that they are happy with smaller offices. This
can be seen in the Japanese company Sony, which has a plant in Bridgend, Wales,
where it is company policy that managers should spend some time of the day with
or near the workers and also mix in their company canteen.

The Kluckhohn–Strodtbeck model is a useful introduction to cultural analysis
and many aspects of it were developed by other writers, especially Trompenaars
(1993). It must be remembered, though, that it was based on anthropology rather
than organisation studies and that the research was not carried out in a wide range
of countries.

Edward T. Hall

Edward T. Hall (1976) approached the issue of culture from an anthropological per-
spective but has created some useful frameworks for cultural analysis. His main
approach was to look at how people communicated between different cultures, and
he picked up on three areas where differences in communication and relationship
can occur.

The most significant distinction he made was between what he called high-context
cultures and low-context cultures. He suggests that in some cultures it is the context
of the communication or negotiation which is as significant as the actual content.
For example, in Asian or Arab cultures (which are seen as high-context cultures)
there will be much more in the way of non-verbal communication. Silences may be
significant and what isn’t said may be just as significant as what is directly com-
municated. Tayeb (2003) talks of how Japanese often communicate with a
minimum of words, called haragei or belly language. In terms of negotiations the
objective in high-context cultures may be to build a relationship (see section on
China later in the chapter) rather than reach a specific conclusion, and ultimate
agreements will be built around trust rather than a written contract. It is easy to see
how this contrasts with low-context cultures such as the United States, where ‘what
you say is what you mean’ and where negotiations will be expected to reach a con-
clusion with a signed legal agreement. It also suggests possible areas of confusion or
conflict when looking at mergers and joint ventures between high-context and low-
context countries.

This may be further exacerbated by two other dimensions identified by Hall,
namely how personal space and time might vary between different countries. It
seems that there is a difference in terms of how comfortable people are in prox-
imity to other people, a concept which Hall calls proxemics. For example, in the UK
and Germany people like a certain physical distance between each other so the
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handshake is used frequently in business and also in social life. In other countries
people are used to being much closer, so that in Egypt, for example, it would be
expected that someone would speak very closely to your face and there would be
more touching. This is obviously significant in business meetings, and includes the
style of greeting at business events and social events linked to the business, and
again is an area where confusion can occur. The final area identified by Hall is how
time is perceived in different cultures, a point picked up on later by Trompenaars.
Hall called these perceptions of time monochronic time and polychronic time.
Monochronic time tends to be linked with low-context cultures and tends to see
time as compartmentalised and something that must be planned and adhered to.
Thus if a meeting is scheduled for 2.15 pm then everyone is expected to be there
with a set time schedule to finish the meeting and arrive at a conclusion. High-
context cultures tend to a stronger polychromic time dimension in that here the
focus is on building social relationships and completing transactions, but not
around any rigid time schedule – thus the understanding and use of time can be
more ‘flexible’. This may mean that appointments may start late or be missed
altogether. The issue of how time is managed is seen to be critical for the success of
joint ventures and alliances, and this factor can be very significant when there is a
high-context/low-context mix.

André Laurent

Laurent (1983) developed our understanding of national culture further, and his
research built on that of Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck. It was manager-focused and
was based on about 60 questions to assess managers’ work values. Its geographical
spread was much greater as it included nine West European countries and the USA,
and it was also expanded by Laurent et al. (1989) to include Japan, Indonesia and
the People’s Republic of China (PRC). Laurent was essentially seeking to prove that
commonly held beliefs by managers in a country were a result of national cultural
factors and, thus, he argued that care should be taken when assuming a universality
of management and organisational theories. Such theories, particularly the pre-
scriptive ones, might suggest an approach that would work in one country but
prove less effective in another (see below and also Chapter 5 on contingency
theory).

Mead (1998) and Adler (1997) have identified some key aspects of Laurent’s
analysis, and focus specifically on the issues of:

● managers’ attitudes towards hierarchy;

● the willingness to bypass lines of hierarchy in the organisation;

● managers’ relationships with subordinates;

● the importance of managers in society.

These four themes were reflected in the following statements:

● ‘The main reason for a hierarchical structure is so that everybody knows who
has authority over whom’ (Statement 1).
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● ‘In order to have efficient work relationships it is often necessary to bypass the
hierarchical line’ (Statement 2).

● ‘It is important for managers to have at hand precise answers to most of the
questions that their subordinates may raise about their work’ (Statement 3).

● ‘Through their professional activity, managers play an important role in
society’ (Statement 4).

The responses to these statements can be seen in Table 10.2.
This evidence clearly supports Laurent’s hypothesis that much of management

behaviour is culturally determined or influenced. This is especially clear in relation
to attitudes to authority in the organisation. Evidence of the Confucian principle of
respect for and obedience to elders and superiors is shown by people’s preference
for clearly defined hierarchical structure and their unwillingness to bypass this
structure. We also see the more individualistic American culture, with less respect
for hierarchy and the belief that individuals should be willing to undertake their
own actions, even if it means bypassing the established hierarchy.

What is more interesting from Laurent’s analysis is the massive diversity which
he found in Europe. Indeed if you contrast, say, Sweden and the Netherlands with
Spain and Italy you see marked differences in practically every area. Thus, although
we might predict that the Confucian-influenced Asian countries would expect supe-
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Table 10.2 Laurent’s analysis of managers’ roles

Country

Statement 1

% Agreeing

(1989)

Statement 2

% Disagreeing

(1989)

Statement 3

% Agreeing

(1989)

Statement 4

% Agreeing

(1983)

Spain – 74 77 –

Denmark – 37 23 32

UK 34 35 27 40

Netherlands 31 44 17 45

Germany 26 45 46 46

Sweden 30 26 10 54

Switzerland – 41 38 65

Italy 42 56 66 74

France 43 43 53 76

Belgium – 42 44 –

USA 17 32 18 52

Japan 50 – 78 –

Indonesia 83 51 73 –

PRC 70 59 74 –

Source: Based on Laurent (1983), Laurent et al. (1989)
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riors (managers) to have precise answers for questions (not least because of the fear
of losing face), we see very similar responses in Spain and Italy, so in some respects
the values of their managers are closer to those found in Indonesia than to those in
Sweden. This finding has implications for situations when managers in Europe
come together through acquisitions, joint ventures or strategic alliances. Ronen and
Shenkar (1985) have identified nine clusters of countries which, they argue, have
similar cultural characteristics. It is interesting to note that member countries of the
European Union fall into five separate cultural groups. For example, the United
Kingdom and Ireland are in their ‘Anglo’ cluster (together with Australia, the USA,
Canada and New Zealand), the Scandinavian countries of Sweden, Denmark and
Finland are considered ‘Nordic’, France, Belgium, Italy and the Iberian countries are
‘Latin-European’, Greece is ‘Near-Eastern’ and Germany and Austria are ‘Germanic’.
It is not surprising that there are differences in perception and in substance between
EU members’ national governments.

Geert Hofstede

In many ways Geert Hofstede is seen as the major writer on cross-cultural analysis
because the model he developed (Hofstede, 1980, 1984, 1991) has survived the test
of time, is relatively easy to use and is comprehensive. Hofstede was influenced by
Laurent’s work but decided to take his analysis further by defining some clear
themes for analysis. He extended Laurent’s original Western Europe/USA spectrum
to a more global one. His data for this were provided by gaining access to the
American computer company IBM. Through this he was able to investigate the atti-
tudes of 116,000 employees in 50 countries, clearly a more extensive analysis than
that of Laurent. Table 10.3 illustrates his findings.

Four cultural dimensions, discussed below, emerged from his extensive data.
They are referred to as:

● power distance;

● individualism/collectivism;

● uncertainty avoidance;

● masculinity/femininity.

Power distance

Power distance represents the social distance between people of different rank or position.
For example, in a country with a high power distance score (e.g. Malaysia) subordi-
nates would be unwilling to question superiors, and would look to them for
direction. Thus they may well accept an unequal distribution of power and auto-
cratic leadership styles. Low power distance suggests less dependence between
superiors and subordinates. A leader may have to earn respect in a low power-dis-
tance country. This is one of the most significant of Hofstede’s dimensions and can
clearly be seen to concur with Laurent’s earlier work. In Table 10.3, the higher the
index number for power distance (PDI), the greater will be the gap between man-
agers and subordinates. A low PDI figure suggests that there is a much smaller gap.
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Table 10.3 Hofstede’s cultural criteria

Country Abbreviation Individualism

Index Rank

(IDV)

Power distance

Index Rank

(PDI)

Uncertainty avoidance

Index Rank

(UAI)

Masculinity

Index Rank

(MAS)

Argentina ARG 46 28–29 49 18–19 86 36–41 56 30–31
Australia AUL 90 49 36 13 51 17 61 35
Austria AUT 55 33 11 1 70 26–27 79 49
Belgium BEL 75 43 65 33 94 45–46 54 29
Brazil BRA 38 25 69 39 76 29–30 49 25
Canada CAN 80 46–47 39 15 48 12–13 52 28
Chile CHL 23 15 63 29–30 86 36–41 28 8
Colombia COL 13 5 67 36 80 31 64 39–40
Costa Rica COS 15 8 35 10–12 86 36–41 21 5–6
Denmark DEN 74 42 18 3 23 3 16 4
Equador EQA 8 2 78 43–44 67 24 63 37–38
Finland FIN 63 34 33 8 59 20–21 26 7
France FRA 71 40–41 68 37–38 86 36–41 43 17–18
Germany (FR) GER 67 36 35 10–12 65 23 66 41–42
Great Britain GBR 89 48 35 10–12 35 6–7 66 41–42
Greece GRE 35 22 60 26–27 112 50 57 32–33
Guatemala GUA 6 1 95 48–49 101 48 37 11
Hong Kong HOK 25 16 68 37–38 29 4–5 57 32–33
Indonesia IDO 14 6–7 78 43–44 48 12–13 46 22
India IND 48 30 77 42 40 9 56 30–31
Iran IRA 41 27 58 24–25 59 20–21 43 17–18
Ireland IRE 70 39 28 5 35 6–7 68 43–44
Israel ISR 54 32 13 2 81 32 47 23
Italy ITA 76 44 50 20 75 28 70 46–47
Jamaica JAM 39 26 45 17 13 2 68 43–44
Japan JPN 46 28–29 54 21 92 44 95 50
Korea (S) KOR 18 11 60 26–27 85 34–35 39 13
Malaysia MAL 26 17 104 50 36 8 50 26–27
Mexico MEX 30 20 81 45–46 82 33 69 45
Netherlands NET 80 46–47 38 14 53 18 14 3
Norway NOR 69 38 31 6–7 50 16 8 2
New Zealand NZL 79 45 22 4 49 14–15 58 34
Pakistan PAK 14 6–7 55 22 70 26–27 50 26–27
Panama PAN 11 3 95 48–49 86 36–41 44 19
Peru PER 16 9 64 31–32 87 42 42 15–16
Philippines PHI 32 21 94 47 44 10 64 39–40
Portugal POR 27 18–19 63 29–30 104 49 31 9
South Africa SAF 65 35 49 18–19 49 14–15 63 37–38
Salvador SAL 19 12 66 34–35 94 45–46 40 14
Singapore SIN 20 13–14 74 40 8 1 48 24
Spain SPA 51 31 57 23 86 36–41 42 15–16
Sweden SWE 71 40–41 31 6–7 29 4–5 5 1
Switzerland SWI 68 37 34 9 58 19 70 46–47
Taiwan TAI 17 10 58 24–25 69 25 45 20–21
Thailand THA 20 13–14 64 31–32 64 22 34 10
Turkey TUR 37 24 66 34–35 85 34–35 45 20–21
Uruguay URU 36 23 61 28 100 47 38 12
USA USA 91 50 40 16 46 11 62 36
Venezuela VEN 12 4 81 45–46 76 29–30 73 48
Yugoslavia YUG 27 18–19 76 41 88 43 21 5–6
Regions:
East Africa (1) EAF 27 (18–19) 64 (31–32) 52 (17–18) 41 (14–15)
West Africa (2) WAF 20 (13–14) 77 (42) 54 (18–19) 46 (22)
Arab Ctrs (3) ARA 38 (25) 80 (44–45) 68 (24–25) 53 (28–29)

Source: Hofstede (1984)
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Individualism

Individualism reflects the extent to which an individual relies on a group (a collectivist
approach) or takes individual initiative in making decisions, solving problems and engaging
in productive activity. We have already noted that the American culture has a tendency
to be very individualistic, whereas Asian cultures tend to be much more collective.
In some cultures relationships in key groups (whether at work or within the family)
may be highly significant. The Chinese have a concept, guanxi, which means con-
nection or relationship, and much time is spent in cultivating relationships both
within and outside the family, and in building up networks. Thus, rather than rely
on themselves individually, they can use these relationships and expect them to be
used in return. This collectivism is found in many Asian countries although there
have been some changes in Asian countries more exposed to Western influences.

In Table 10.3, the higher index numbers (IDV) for individualism suggest cultures
where there is more individualism. Not surprisingly, the USA tops the list, with the
UK and other ‘Anglo’ countries scoring high. This dimension may be significant for
managers who are developing an appropriate managerial style when they are oper-
ating overseas: they may encounter problems if they try to get their subordinates to
act more independently rather than in groups. In Korea, for example, people would
not be happy if required to act independently and to justify their independent
action; they would fear the loss of face they would suffer if there was any criticism
from a superior. Social interaction in China or Korea is carried out with the express
purpose of not allowing people to lose face, and a Western manager needs to be
aware of this.

Uncertainty avoidance

Uncertainty avoidance essentially reflects people’s attitudes to ambiguity in a society or
country. Hofstede found that in some cultures there was unhappiness or uncer-
tainty with ambiguous situations and that people wanted more direction and were
less comfortable with change, especially when it was not explained to them. People
who are not comfortable with uncertain or ambiguous situations may develop
anxiety or stress and, thus, work less effectively in an organisation where there is
little direction and considerable uncertainty. They may be happier with written
rules to cover every situation (as they might find in a bureaucratic organisation) and
with job security.

From Table 10.3 we can identify a country which has a high level of uncertainty
avoidance, such as Greece. The description above would apply to Greek people.
From the table we can also see that there are a number of countries with low uncer-
tainty avoidance, such as Sweden. Their low score suggests that people in these
countries are more willing to take risks and are much less resistant to change than
those in high uncertainty-avoidance countries. The managerial implications are
obvious. If we imagine a Swedish company with a subsidiary in Greece, where it is
seeking to introduce new methods, or perhaps a change in corporate culture, we can
see that the process will have to be handled carefully. The risk of resistance and con-
flict if changes are pushed too quickly, in a culture which is resistant to change and
ambiguous situations, is very real.
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Masculinity

Masculinity is one of the more complex variables introduced by Hofstede. It reflects
values which are widely considered to be more ‘masculine’, such as assertiveness, compet-
itiveness and results orientation, whereas ‘feminine’ values can be seen to be
cooperative and to show greater awareness of feelings and equal opportunities. This
value also relates to the degree of discrimination against (usually) women in the
organisation.

From Table 10.3 it is not surprising to find that Japan has the highest masculinity
(MAS) score and Norway one of the lowest, although you will find considerable
variance among Western European countries, which confirms Laurent’s findings
that it can be misleading to talk of a ‘European’ culture.

Hofstede’s findings indicate four areas of potential difference between cultures,
but it is now commonly accepted that a fifth variable exists. This resulted from the
Chinese Values Survey carried out by the Chinese Culture Connection Group
(1987), which sought to evaluate the effectiveness of Hofstede’s cultural dimensions
in a specific Asian context where there would be a significant influence of
Confucianism. Their evaluation was further tested by Bond and Hofstede (1988),
who showed that three of the four dimensions identified by Hofstede were present,
the missing one being uncertainty avoidance. What did emerge from the study by
the Chinese Culture Connection Group (1987) was the evidence of a fifth dimen-
sion which seemed particularly applicable to Asian cultures and which indicated
that most Asian countries had a long-term perspective about work and the organis-
ation. In the study this was labelled ‘Confucian dynamics’ but Hofstede called it
‘long-term orientation’ (LTO). This orientation may be useful for explaining the dif-
ferent behaviour of, say, Japanese organisations and Western organisations. The
Japanese may be much more influenced by long-term market share than immediate
short-term factors, such as dividends. It may also explain why Asian companies are
keen to build long-term relationships with Western companies rather than attempt
takeovers or other short-term activities.

A further development which stems from Hofstede’s work is the idea that one can
place countries in clusters where cultural similarities may be highlighted, drawing
on Hofstede’s cultural dimensions. If we apply data from Table 10.3 and focus
specifically on the cultural dimensions of Power Distance and Uncertainty
Avoidance, we could identify some possible clusters built around these dimensions,
and an application of this can be seen in Figure 10.2. In this figure PD represents
Power Distance and UA represents Uncertainty Avoidance. We can identify one
group with low Power Distance and low Uncertainty Avoidance and another group
with high Power Distance and high Uncertainty Avoidance.

From Figure 10.2 we can see that some countries, even on the same continent, are
close on these two dimensions (Italy and Spain) and others are far apart (Italy and
Denmark). It would suggest that managers in Spain and Italy would be comfortable
with having large power distances from their subordinates and would also both be
unhappy with ambiguity or uncertainty, and thus might suggest that both might be
happier with a more autocratic management style. One can contrast this with the poss-
ible complications that might arise in this respect in an Italian–Danish collaboration.
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There have been some criticisms of Hofstede’s model. One of the most obvious is
that although his study included a substantial number of countries, there were
none from Eastern Europe and Russia, and many Asian countries were ignored. The
explanation is, of course, that the survey was explicitly based on IBM, and in 1980
and 1984 IBM did not have a significant presence in these countries. This omission
has to some extent been corrected by the Chinese Values Survey and more recent
work applying the work of Hofstede to Eastern Europe. However, this leads to a
second criticism in that the results were based on an organisation with a very strong
corporate culture which may have distorted the findings. Despite this, most subse-
quent research has upheld the validity of his analysis, and it remains the most
popular model which is used worldwide to evaluate cultural differences between
countries and assess their implication for organisational behaviour.

Fons Trompenaars

Fons Trompenaars’ (1993) work draws on that of Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck and
also that of Hofstede, but seeks to extend the analysis. Whereas Hofstede sought to
explain differences in cultures, Trompenaars, coming from a consultancy back-
ground, was more concerned with practical problems and solutions for managers
dealing with a cross-cultural environment. Trompenaars’ questionnaire survey
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Denmark UA:23 PD:18

Sweden UA:29 PD:31

UK UA:35 PD:35

USA UA:46 PD:40

Italy UA:75 PD:50

France UA:86 PD:68

Greece UA:112 PD:60

Japan UA:92 PD:54

Spain UA:86 PD:57

Figure 10.2 Cultural clusters
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directed to 15,000 respondents provided data enabling him to identify seven
dimensions of culture, namely:

● universalism v particularism;

● collectivism v individualism;

● affective v neutral cultures;

● specific v diffuse relationships;

● achieving v ascribing status;

● time as sequence v time as synchronisation;

● inner directed v outer directed.

One of these dimensions, collectivism v individualism, is familiar to us from
Hofstede’s work but the others require further explanation.

Universalism v particularism

The universalist approach suggests a culture that is driven by rules and prefers a rational and
logical approach in the belief that there are universal rules which should be respected. A particu-
laristculture isbasedmoreonpeople relationships (e.g.guanxi) andmayencouragemore
flexibility in the interpretation of rules. High universalist countries include Canada, the
USA and the UK, and particularist countries include China and Thailand. This may
explaintheconfusionoftenexperiencedbyWesternmanagerswhennegotiatinginAsia,
especially if they are under the misapprehension that Western rules of business behav-
iour will apply in the East, particularly in terms of contractual negotiations.

Affective v neutral cultures

This dimension relates the extent of emotional behaviour found in a culture. In affective
cultures, such as Italy, emotions are revealed more openly in the organisation than
they are in neutral cultures, such as Japan and Germany, where such openness
would be frowned upon and where people might find emotions difficult to handle.
The implications for international teamworking may be significant if some
members exhibit emotional behaviour in the way they communicate and others
prefer ‘the stiff upper lip’ approach. The use of emotion may distort the meaning of
communications, whereby an individual who displays inhibition may be hiding his
true feelings or viewpoints and thus may contribute less effectively to the group.

Specific v diffuse relationships

In a specific culture, Trompenaars argues that managers separate their work relation-
ships from other relationships: that is, the manager–subordinate relationship may be
observed at work but at the squash club people are on first-name terms and treat
each other as equals. This contrasts with behaviour in a diffuse culture, where the
relationship at work influences all relationships outside work: so a person who is a
subordinate at work would be very cautious about approaching his or her superior
outside work in a relatively open manner without some prompt from the manager
concerned. Diffusion is very strong in cultures where there is high respect for sen-
iority and can be clearly linked to Hofstede’s power distance factor.
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Achieving v ascribing status

In an achieving culture status is considered to be achievement based, whereas in other
cultures status is ascribed to an individual because of factors like age or gender. Thus
high-ascribing cultures are to be found in Hong Kong, Argentina and Egypt whereas
achievement cultures are found in the USA and Scandinavia.

Time as sequence v time as synchronisation

Time as sequence suggests a rational, linear approach to issues (‘one step at a time’),
whereas time as synchronisation suggests that time is seen as circular with the possi-
bility of parallel activities, such as might be found in Japan. Trompenaars suggests
that this relates to Bond and Hofstede’s (1988) dimension of ‘long-term orientation’
(or ‘Confucian dynamics’) and that it may be very significant for organisational
behaviour. In cultures where time is seen as sequential there may be a tendency
towards short-term relationships, and timing may be seen as very important. There
is potential for conflict with people in cultures where the concept of time is more
elastic and where long-term relationships carry more weight.

Inner directed v outer directed

The dimension of inner or outer direction contrasts countries like the USA and
Switzerland, where there is a belief that the individual should seek to control the natural
and human environment, with nations like China, where man aims to be in harmony
with nature: this belief is central to both Confucianism and Buddhism. It is this
belief which may explain why, in countries like Japan, organisations are seen holis-
tically as operating in harmony with their surroundings and with the people within
the organisation, and could further explain why direct conflict or confrontation is
often resisted.

Trompenaars has developed his work with Charles Hampden-Turner (1993,
1997), and they have extended their field of analysis, especially in Asia. They
replaced the affective/neutral dimension with an equality/hierarchy one which cor-
responds more clearly to Hofstede’s findings. In many ways they have confirmed
and developed the work of Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck, Laurent and Hofstede. The
work of analysing culture still goes on (see Gatley et al., 1996), but a common thread
that emerges from all of these studies is that organisations operating in a multina-
tional context need to be aware of the cultural differences they are likely to
encounter if they are to avoid potential problems. They also suggest that there is no
unalterable formula for reconciling cultural differences but that every case should
be seen on its own merits. However, the awareness of the likely cultural problems
to be encountered could, ultimately, give an organisation competitive advantage
over its rivals.

Culture shock and culture shift

Imagine the scenario. You have just moved to start a new job in an exciting new
country with a totally different culture to that of your own. The initial reaction to
this may well be one of excitement as you read the guide books and start to learn a
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few words of the language. The first few days of your new job may be exciting as
you begin to absorb some of the new sights and sounds: what Torbiorn (1982) calls
‘the honeymoon’. Then, with mounting horror, you begin to realise that your
command of the language is seriously inadequate. Furthermore, you are finding
that relationships with people in your organisation and socially are not going
smoothly. You appear to have offended someone without realising it. From a feeling
of euphoria you rapidly descend to feeling that you are in an increasingly hostile
environment, in which you feel alienated and lost. This experience is referred to as
culture shock: that is, the startling experiences and difficulties first encountered when
entering an alien culture. This is increasingly being recognised as a serious issue for
companies which send managers overseas. The manager may end up disillusioned
and may even leave the company as a result of this bad experience. If this happens,
it represents a major loss for both the individual and the organisation.

The ability of the individual to overcome these problems to some extent depends
on his or her own personality, but there is an increasing recognition that managers
overseas need increased support from the organisation. It is also interesting to note
that many of the early problems faced by Eurodisney near Paris were cultural in
origin and were partly the result of American management coming into contact
with French culture.

Another factor of which organisations should be aware is reverse culture shock,
which occurs when a manager who has been overseas for some years, and has
adapted well to his or her new culture, is faced with returning to the home country,
perhaps because of some organisational restructuring. Imagine a British manager
who has been in Malaysia for the last twenty years returning to the UK of 2005,
having been used to the UK of 1985. Such a move can cause culture shock and may
require support for the manager from the organisation. Awareness of the possibility
of reverse culture shock might also explain why the long-term posting of managers
overseas is becoming less commonplace: there is a trend towards their being
replaced by locally employed managers.

Culture shift is cultural change or, more specifically, the extent to which a culture can
change and the speed at which such changes occur. There are many factors that might
induce cultural shift in a country. Changing economic conditions, high levels of
investment by overseas multinationals and social, political and religious upheaval
can all affect culture and, in turn, be further influenced by the evolving culture.
Mead (1998) highlights the case of the shinjinrui in Japan. Traditional Japanese
workers were exceptionally loyal to their company and leader and would regard the
company’s interests as paramount. Shinjinrui means ‘new human beings’ and
reflects the influence of a number of predominantly younger workers who are less
loyal to the company and who would not, for example, automatically work over-
time. In Hofstede’s terms, this reflects a move towards more individualism and,
therefore, represents some degree of cultural shift, although Mead cautions against
overstating the nature of this change, as the extent of the shift is at present quite
small.

Another interesting case is that of Hong Kong, where the ethnic population is
over 90 per cent Chinese and yet there has been significant investment by overseas
multinationals, especially American companies. Table 10.4 illustrates Hofstede’s and
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Trompenaars’ rankings applied to Hong Kong, China and the United States (in
order to see how close the Hong Kong culture is to the Chinese one) in areas where
there may have been an element of cultural shift.

It appears that Hong Kong remains close to China in terms of power distance,
individualism, achievement, universalism and affectivity, as their common cultural
origins might suggest. On the other hand Hong Kong is closer to the United States
in terms of uncertainty avoidance, masculinity, internal control and specificity,
which suggests there has been a degree of culture shift as a result of Western influ-
ence. Hong Kong remains an essentially Chinese culture but one with a much more
individualistic, risk-taking and non-deterministic nature than that of mainland
China.
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Table 10.4 Cultural comparison of the USA, China and Hong Kong

Mainland China Hong Kong United States

Hofstede (1980)

Power distance 20 15 38

Uncertainty avoidance 1 49 43

Individualism 23 37 1

Masculinity 54 18 15

Trompenaars (1993)

Achievement 32 20 2

Universalism 39 38 7

Internal control 19 8 7

Specificity 34 16 17

Affectivity 41 38 20

Source: Adapted from Hofstede (1980) and Trompenaars (1993)

French Kiss; Fools Rush In; The Tourist Trap

The issue of culture shock has been the basis of many films and is usually approached from

the humorous dimension of misunderstandings between people of different cultures. A

typical example would be French Kiss with Meg Ryan and Kevin Kline, in which much of the

film revolves around misunderstandings between the two main characters (French and

American). The writer’s favourite film in this context is Fools Rush In with Matthew Perry

and Salma Hayek, in which the cultural mix is between an American man and a Mexican

woman; it is both well observed and very funny, especially the meeting of the two sets of

parents and their complete cultural misunderstanding. Refer also to the television series

The Tourist Trap, mentioned in the chapter, which deliberately sought to identify cultural dif-

ferences between four national groups.

Illustration in film
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Organisational behaviour and national culture

This section briefly explores the interaction of culture with many of the prime areas
of interest in organisational behaviour (OB) which have been covered in this text.
It examines the cultural-specific nature of many of the theories in OB and criticises
their essential ethnocentrism.

Convergence or divergence?

The assumption of cultural convergence dominated business, organisational and
management studies up to and including the 1960s. The convergence hypothesis
argues that management is a universal phenomenon and that ‘good practice’, which
usually emanated from the USA or Europe, could and should be applied throughout the
world. Theodore Levitt (1983) argued that national cultures were converging, with
the result that culture was becoming an unimportant variable for business to con-
sider. However, in recent decades, and especially since the 1980s as we have seen,
considerable attention has been paid to cultural differences between nations. There
is a growing acceptance that ‘good’ managerial practices may be those which best
fit and are in keeping with a particular culture. Differences between cultures have
been increasingly recognised, with the result that the divergence hypothesis is now
given considerable credence. Supranational organisations like the European Union,
which were founded on the convergence belief, have had to recognise significant
national differences.

Culture and individual behaviour

One of the most challenging issues in OB is the extent to which national culture
influences individual behaviour and, as a result of this, whether behaviour needs to
be modified when faced with a different culture. National cultures influence most
aspects of individual behaviour including the cognitive framework through which
we view people of other countries. People who have been predominantly influenced
by their own culture, and who have had little or no exposure to cultures of other
countries, may tend towards a more ethnocentric or parochial view, whereby all
contacts with other cultures are seen through the eyes of an individual’s own
culture and are judged accordingly. This can lead to a very narrow view of the
world, in which other cultures may be considered negatively. This may influence
behaviour and lead to a perceptual bias on the part of the individual.

In practice there may be very different cognitive styles in different cultures. For
example, a study by Abramson et al. (1993) showed clear differences between
Canadian and Japanese cognitive styles: the Canadians looked for quick decisions
and had little interest in building relationships whereas the Japanese favoured
relationship building and did not like being rushed into making a decision. The
problems of negotiating in this context are clear. This finding can be related back to
Hofstede’s work, where the individualism index for Canada is much higher than
that for Japan (see Table 10.3). The Japanese approach to decision making is
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described by Min Chen (2004), who suggests that they use the processes of
nemawashi and ringi seido for decision making. Nemawashi literally refers to dealing
with the roots of trees but reflects the process of informally sounding out employees’
ideas about a proposed policy or action, often under the cloak of anonymity. Ringi Seido is
more formalised, in that a proposal originating in one part of the organisation is circu-
lated around the organisation for others to make comments; the final decision on the
proposal will be taken by senior managers after they have viewed all the feedback. The
purpose of both methods is to eliminate dissension when the proposal is carried
out. It reflects the more communal approach that is found in Japanese culture,
reflected in the practice of Quality Circles.

With the development of multinational activity involving more cross-cultural
contact, there is a need for individuals to develop a more ‘global’ mindset, where
issues are considered from a wider perspective than from a traditional ethnocentric
position. The challenge in international companies is to move managers from an
ethnocentric to a global mindset.

There are many problems inherent in measuring determinants of individual
behaviour, such as personality, across cultures. The effectiveness of personality
testing may be diminished in cultures where there is no familiarity with such tests
(Lonner, 1990). Jackson (1993) and Cronbach (1990) further support the argument
that the value of intelligence tests and personality profiles may be limited,
according to the cultural context in which they are applied: they can be discrimi-
natory if not designed for that culture.

Another area where culture could influence individual behaviour is in the field of
perception. Adler (1997) shows that there is likely to be a high level of selective percep-
tion between different cultures and countries, especially if the individual has an
ethnocentric view. Selective perception can, in turn, lead to perceptual stereotyping, the
tendency to group or pigeon-hole people according to a single or limited number of apparently
dominant characteristics. All too often the dominant characteristic is nationality. This
has the potential to affect relations between managers of different nationalities and cul-
tures when they have to work together. Hoecklin (1995) describes a situation where a
group of British and Italian managers were brought together for a joint project in a
chemical company. Their mutual perceptions of each other are illustrated in Table 10.5.

Chapter 10 • The impact of national culture on organisational behaviour288

Table 10.5 Mutual perceptions of British and Italian managers

British of the Italians Italians of the British

● excessively flexible ● obsessed with rules/procedures

● entrepreneurial ● inflexible

● creative ● good planners

● people-orientated ● formal

● emotional ● avoid confrontation

● undisciplined ● disciplined

● not very time conscious ● hide emotions

● unable to meet deadlines

Source: Based on Hoecklin (1995)
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In the situation described by Hoecklin, one can see that there is the potential for
misunderstanding, confusion and even resentment if the respective managers carry
their mutual perceptions into their dealings with one another. However, Hoecklin
explains that the company took time to explore these perceptual differences with
the combined group in order to establish a clear way of working together.
Ultimately their project was successful. This case highlights the critical role of com-
munication when dealing with perceptual bias and stereotyping. It is only through
communicating effectively with people from other cultures that these cultural
stereotypes can be managed. Mini-case 10.1 illustrates the need to consider com-
munication in inter-cultural activities.

Culture and motivation

There has been considerable debate as to the validity in a cross-cultural context of
some of the motivation theories described in Chapter 3. Adler (1997: 166) argues
that ‘American motivation theories, although too often assumed to reflect universal
values, have failed to provide consistently useful explanations for behaviour outside
the United States.’
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Malaysia is a very pluralistic society, with over half the

populationbeingMuslimMalays,overaquarterChinese

and substantial minorities of Indians and other groups.

There are distinctive subcultures within the Malaysian

culture. It is a collectivist society where social harmony

is very important and influences individual behaviour as

well as relations in the community and in organisations.

Therefore, the organisational approach is very much

towards collective decision making and consensus.

The right form of communication is crucial for the

visitor to Malaysia. One of the first issues is how to

address people. In Hofstede’s survey (see Table

10.3) Malaysia ranked highest on power distance, so

it is important to assess the rank or status of an indi-

vidual and adjust one’s approach. Professional or

honorific titles are important to individuals, so these

must be respected.

King (1998) identifies some situations which a

Westerner from a highly individualistic culture might

encounter. People in individualistic cultures are quite

comfortable engaging in open debate about an issue

(possibly a proposed business contract) and might

stress their sides of an argument forcibly. This tend-

ency towards openness in discussion may not be

greeted with universal acclaim in Malaysia, where

social harmony is important and where compromise is

preferred to confrontation. The Malaysian will go to

great lengths in order to save an individual from ‘losing

face’. A low-key approach which spares the feelings of

others would be productive for the Westerner.

In terms of non-verbal communication, the smile

can mean many things in Malaysia. A smile and a nod

may suggest that the person respects your opinion

but does not necessarily mean that the person agrees

with it. A smile can also signify embarrassment or even

annoyance, especially when a person is being put in a

situation where there is the possibility of losing face.

Silences are also perfectly acceptable in Malaysia as

they are seen as a sign of politeness in that an indi-

vidual is reflecting on a comment made before

answering. Westerners may find problems with this.

It is important for people from one culture to

respect another culture in which they find them-

selves. They should certainly not take the

ethnocentric view – expecting the foreigners to

respond as people would in their own home country.

Mini-case 10.1: Verbal and non-verbal communication in Malaysia
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Hofstede (1980), in his analysis of different cultures, identified the culture of the
United States as being one of high individualism, high masculinity and low power
distance and having a low need to avoid uncertainty. A more collectivist culture,
such as is found in China, would have a very different profile, which makes some
of the assumptions around which motivational theories were built less relevant. For
example, Maslow’s (1943) model of motivational needs has been questioned by
many writers such as Onedo (1991) who, when studying motivation in Papua New
Guinea, found that security needs were ranked as more important than autonomy
needs. Similar inconsistencies were found in countries having a high need for
uncertainty avoidance, such as Japan and Greece. Nevis (1983), in his study of the
People’s Republic of China, found that security needs (linked to loyalty to the
nation) were the overriding motivational need and that self-actualisation, which is
the highest level of need in Maslow’s model, was considered of little significance. As
might be expected, the need to belong (to family and/or community) was found to
be a more powerful driving force, often more important than seeking to meet basic
physiological needs. This reflects the more collectivist view held in China at that
time, although it has been pointed out that China has changed considerably since
the Cultural Revolution, when the study was carried out, and that there may have
been some culture shift in China in the 1990s which could lead to more individu-
alism.

Herzberg’s (1968) model of motivation has an equally uncomfortable evaluation
when exposed to cross-cultural studies. Hines (1973) tested the model in New
Zealand and found that some of the concerns that acted as hygiene factors in
Herzberg’s analysis, such as supervision, were seen as motivators in the sample
studied. Adler (1997) suggests that the motivator/hygiene model seems to vary
according to the culture in which it is tested and so the universality of the model
must be in doubt.

McClelland’s needs theory (considering the relative needs for achievement,
power and affiliation) (McClelland and Burnham, 1976) does fare a little better in a
cross-cultural context, although Hofstede (1984) suggests that the concept of
achievement is a Western one. The model seems to be especially applicable in coun-
tries having low uncertainty avoidance and high masculinity, although the actual
need to achieve may be lower in some cultures than others, especially in less indi-
vidualistic ones.

Vroom’s (1964) expectancy theory assumes that individuals are rational decision
makers who will choose between alternatives on the basis of which course of action
is likely to give them most advantage. The theory seems to work best in cultures
where there is an emphasis on ‘internal attribution’, where the individual feels he
or she has the ability to influence the environment. This appears to be most appli-
cable in cultures which exhibit Trompenaars’ concept of ‘inner direction’ and in
cultures with high individualism. However, it is likely to be much less effective in
collectivist cultures where individuals have an external locus of control and where
maintaining harmony between the individual and the organisation is of paramount
concern.
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Culture and leadership

The issue of leadership and leadership styles is important to international managers
when they are operating in a different country. Increasingly, prospective inter-
national managers are encouraged to undertake courses of study which seek to
improve their cultural awareness. One of the most important factors will be that of
power distance. The French manager is used to significant power distance when
dealing with employees, and so more autocratic styles of leadership are tolerated in
a French cultural context (Barsoux and Lawrence, 1990). There are very clear lines
of hierarchy between the leader and subordinates, and it is unlikely that these will
be circumvented. Contrast this with the American manager, who is probably used
to low power distance, has easier accessibility to subordinates, and probably deals
with people at all levels of the hierarchy on first-name terms. Clearly the more
democratic leadership style adopted by American managers may cause confusion if
applied in a French context, where people are used to more formality and authori-
tarian leadership styles. Effective leaders in an international context need to adapt
to the constraints and expectations of the particular culture in which they are oper-
ating, otherwise there is always the danger of conflict through misinterpretation.
The early years of Eurodisney in Paris were hampered by such conflicts between an
American management and an essentially French workforce, and it was only when
a French chief executive officer was appointed that matters improved.

Culture and structure

With the increase in internationalisation that is taking place in the latter part of the
twentieth century, the issue of organisational structure is becoming increasingly
important when companies seek to develop by expanding overseas. Some of the
most significant work in this regard has been undertaken by Hofstede (1984, 1991),
who has looked at bureaucracy from a cultural perspective. Given the nature of
bureaucracy, the two elements of Hofstede’s model which appear most relevant are
power distance and uncertainty avoidance. Hofstede has built his models of
bureaucracy around these, as can be seen in Figure 10.3.

The most traditional model of bureaucracy is referred to as ‘full bureaucracy’,
which has its roots in Hofstede’s dimensions of high power distance and high
uncertainty avoidance. An organisation characterised by this model is dominated
by rules and regulations (which remove uncertainty) and has a strong hierarchical
system with clear power distances between individuals at different levels. It is char-
acterised by vertical top-down communication, conveyed by formal means. An
alternative model is ‘marketplace bureaucracy’, which relates to cultures with low
power distance and low uncertainty avoidance. There is greater flexibility in this
model than there is in the full bureaucracy, with more willingness to bypass hier-
archy and fewer rules. An organisation characterised by this sort of bureaucracy
would have little difficulty moving towards a more flexible type of organisation,
such as a matrix or flexible firm (see Chapter 7). The two hybrid models are ‘per-
sonal bureaucracy’, characterised by high power distance but low uncertainty
avoidance (which Hofstede links to the Chinese family model), and ‘workflow
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bureaucracy’, which is suited to cultures with high uncertainty avoidance and lower
power distance. The latter may resemble a professional organisation in which there
are experts who are readily accessible, but which is still driven by tight rules and
procedures.

One of the criticisms of bureaucratic models of organisational structure is that
they are slow to react to changes in their environment because of rigidity in their
communications and the inflexibility of their rules and regulations. Recent shifts
have been towards organisational structures that can respond more quickly to their
changing environment, such as matrix structures or the modern flexible organis-
ations with their core and periphery workers (see Chapter 7). From a cultural
perspective, it would appear that the types of cultures most likely to adapt to these
changes are those with a low power distance and low uncertainty avoidance. These
newer structures are likely to operate more easily in the USA, the UK and
Scandinavian countries, for example.

Change in Eastern Europe

Each of the Eastern European countries has a distinctive economic and social
history. Before the Second World War (pre-1939), Hungary maintained close ties
with Germany, and Romania had close ties with France. Russia, however, had been
far more isolated since the revolution of 1917. After the war (post-1945), Russian
influence extended across eastern Europe, forming a massive economic trading
bloc. Industry was dominated by large, state-controlled conglomerates that pro-
duced a vast range of industrial and consumer goods to targets set by the state and
which were inefficient by Western standards. There were substantial imports and
exports between bloc countries, and competition, as we know it, was largely absent.
Private enterprise was allowed but only took place on a very small scale and was
closely regulated.
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Low UA, low PD

Marketplace bureaucracy

e.g. UK, Scandinavia

Low UA, high PD

Personal bureaucracy

e.g. Hong Kong, India

High UA, low PD

Workflow bureaucracy

e.g. Israel, Germany

High UA, high PD

Full bureaucracy

e.g. Belgium, France

Power distance (PD)

Low

High

Low High
Uncertainty avoidance (UA)

Figure 10.3 Hofstede’s bureaucratic types

Source: Based on Mead (1998), adapted from Hofstede (1984)
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After around forty years of existence, the Soviet bloc began to disintegrate in the
late 1980s. This was a mostly peaceful transformation, and what is interesting about
it to organisation theorists is the truly revolutionary nature of the forces for change
that had an effect in such a short time. In the new order, organisations, many of
which were in monopoly situations before, were faced with sudden falls in revenues
as guaranteed markets and government subsidies were dismantled. Managers of the
large conglomerates were left to their own devices as state control was rolled back.
A further high-impact change was that these organisations had to start competing
in capitalist markets which operated according to different ‘rules’ and values.
Organisations that were relatively inefficient, by capitalist standards, had to cope
with a profit-driven focus.

Due to the recent nature of events in Eastern Europe it is too early to be firm
about issues of organisation structure. We can, however, note some issues that were
typical of those facing these conglomerates and which would have implications for
design of structure. The following points are taken from Pearce and Branyiczki
(1993):

1 Because of the dominance of state control, employees and managers looked
upwards for instructions and guidance.

2 Faced with such mould-breaking changes it was the people working in them
not the organisations themselves that were faced with attitudinal and
behavioural change. New roles in areas like marketing or financial management
had to be learned.

3 Existing roles like procurement and manufacturing had to be upgraded to
approach the sophistication of Western levels.

4 Employees had to cope with unlearning attitudes and behaviours that had
sustained them in a state-controlled conglomerate but which would not help a
smaller private organisation operating in free markets.

5 New attitudes and behaviours had to be implanted, for example greater
openness to feedback and willingness to contribute to change, from other
managers in the organisation and from the marketplace.

6 Organisations needed to implement new control and reporting structures, and
people unused to managerial positions had to face up to tough decision-making
responsibilities.

The implications of these general observations for structure differ between coun-
tries. The differences arise as there are wide divergences of approach to management
in Eastern Europe. For example, on Hofstede’s individual–collective dimension of
culture, managers from Poland, Hungary and Slovenia would tend towards individ-
ualism whereas managers from the Czech Republic would be relatively more
collectivist. A study of Czech and British managers revealed some differences in
their views of themselves and others (Pavlica and Thorpe, 1998). British managers
tended to emphasise the need for continual development of work skills, and saw the
manager as a communicator among a diverse set of people. In contrast, Czech man-
agers did not put much value on staff development and de-emphasised the needs
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of others at work. They saw subordinates as incompetent or lazy and held the view
that the manager is a dominant male (see Table 10.6).

The rough but informative contrast presented in Table 10.6 suggests that dif-
ferent culture-driven managerial ‘types’ may well invoke different organisation
structures, given their contrasting beliefs and assumptions about the people
working in those structures. It also serves to remind us that, although structure can
impede the progress and performance of an organisation, a good structure will be
unable to overcome unhelpful attitudes endemic in an entire, or part of a, work-
force.

One of the interesting aspects is in relation to attitudes towards hierarchy, which
characterized the old system. Whilst new organisational structures developed in the
1990s, a high degree of hierarchy remained. Edwards and Lawrence (2000) have
described how in many Eastern European countries traditional hierarchies (with
high power distance) have been re-established, and Michailova (1996) also noted
that system change didn’t change attitudes towards hierarchy in Bulgaria. On the
other hand it will be interesting to see how the Eastern European countries that
joined the EU in 2004 will change in the face of much more exposure to Western
European influences and whether it will result in an element of culture shift.

Change in China

One of the biggest changes in the world as it moves into the twenty-first century
has been the emergence of China. Since 1979, when China began its reform pro-
gramme, it has encouraged a shift towards private enterprise and also increasingly
had an ‘open door’ policy towards foreign direct investment in the country, usually
through joint ventures. This has resulted in consistently high levels of economic
growth in the country (it was barely affected by the 1997 Asian crisis) and China
becoming the world’s number one location for overseas investment as many
companies have sought to take advantage of its burgeoning market and also its
potential for efficient manufacturing allied with lower labour costs. In addition
many Chinese companies are beginning to look to markets outside China. This in
turn has seen more and more Western companies forming alliances or joint ven-
tures with Chinese companies and even acquiring some of them, meaning that
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Table 10.6 Contrasting attitudes of British and Czech managers

British managers Czech managers

● See employees as part of a flexible labour force

who need communication and interaction

● See employees as incompetent or lazy

● Stress personal and interpersonal skills ● Stress individual personal qualities

● See manager as social communicator ● See manager as dominant and superior male

● Have concern about staff development ● Underestimate the needs of others, neglect staff

development

Source: Based on Pavlica and Thorpe (1998)
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there has had to be a steep learning curve for many Western managers when dealing
with their Chinese counterparts.

One of the key differences is that many Western managers come from low-
context cultures and they are coming into contact with a Chinese culture that is
certainly a high-context one. Whereas the Western cultures often have relatively
low levels of power distance and uncertainty avoidance they are coming into a
culture which is still influenced by Confucianism with its high level of respect for
older people and where there will usually be a high power distance between the
employer and employee. In a high-context culture there will be a high level of per-
sonal interaction designed to build up trust between managers, and this will be seen
as a gradual process until the level of trust is strong enough for the business
relationship to develop – and this interaction will involve both verbal and non-
verbal communication.

A critical aspect of business in China is the development of guanxi. Chen (2004)
describes it as ‘connection’ or ‘relationship’, and it is central to Chinese culture.
Within any organisation, individuals will be seeking to develop their
relationship/guanxi with people at all levels, especially where it might be advanta-
geous for them. This relationships suggests the continual exchange of favours
which binds them together. This places network-building at the heart of Chinese
organisations, and this will extend to their relationships with overseas companies.
In fact the Chinese have a word zouhoumen, which means ‘walking through the
back door’: it suggests that you get things done through your guanxi network of
relationships rather than, perhaps, direct negotiation.

A second critical factor which interlinks with guanxi is the issue of ‘face’. It relates
again to the Confucian philosophy which underpins much of Chinese and Asian
behaviour and is also significant in Arab countries and South America. Face is linked
with preserving harmony by preserving one’s self-respect and the self-respect of
others, and thus it becomes essential in social and business interaction that nobody
is forced to lose face. Chen mentions two types of Chinese face: lian and mianzi.
Lian is linked with personal interactions – for example for a student to criticise a
teacher or professor in a lecture would be seen as a profound loss of face for both
concerned, which is why there is little open dissent in Chinese society. Mianzi is
something that can be achieved and which is linked to a rise in status. The link with
guanxi is that if you do not follow the rules of guanxi, through mutual reciprocity,
then it can lead to a loss of face: this has been developed by Huang (1989).

Change, conflict and communication

We have already seen in this chapter how the changes brought on by internation-
alisation and globalisation have led to greater emphasis being given to national
cultural issues. The danger with such changes is that if cultural factors are not
addressed, there will be the potential for conflict. If one looks back at the case of the
Italian and British managers, referred to earlier in the chapter, one can see that there
was the potential for conflict in the project they were undertaking if the cultural
issues had not been addressed. Some of the potential pitfalls of dealing with Russia
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(see Mini-case 10.2) reflect some of the problems of communication and nego-
tiation which are developed further in this section.

The significance of communication in a cross-cultural context

The underlying themes of this book are change, conflict and communications. All
of these relate to the field of cross-cultural behaviour and management and can be
seen as central to the success of companies who are seeking to internationalise by
entering into an alliance or joint venture with an organisation from another
country, or even if they are just communicating in a business or social context. We
have already seen how communication may be very direct in low-context cultures
and yet more restrained in high-context cultures. The nature of the communication
may also be determined by the extent of the power distance between the individ-
uals, and this in turn will be significant in terms of how other people are addressed
(i.e. in high power distance cultures people may insist on being addressed by their
titles and would be upset to be addressed by their first name). The significance of
non-verbal communication will be enhanced in high-context cultures. Gestures may
be very important and how hand, head and eye movements are used may be very
significant – for example in Asia it is rude to point the soles of your feet at people.

An additional factor to handle with communication is the language chosen for the
communication. In a cross-cultural context companies often choose a company lan-
guage and this inevitably means that the person speaking in their first language
might have an advantage over people speaking in a second language in which they
are not fluent. Feeley (2003) shows how the second language user may not contribute
because of uncertainty over their linguistic skills or because of fear of losing face if
they are not strong enough in the language: this in turn can distort the power–auth-
ority relationship and lead to possible resentment. The answer lies in better language
training or more use of translators, although even this might not train the manager
enough for the interpretation of non-verbal language found in high-context cultures.
Ultimately, effective cross-cultural communication will become an important compe-
tence for international managers when working globally.
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Lost in Translation 

This film was shot entirely on location in Japan and stars Bill Murray as Bob, an American

film star, in Tokyo to shoot a commercial and Scarlett Johansson as Charlotte, a young wife

tagging along with her workaholic photographer husband. They both sense and experience

elements of culture shock being in Tokyo, and some of the best scenes are Bob’s attempts

to communicate when being directed for his advert – a classic case of problems in cross-

cultural communication. Much of the film is about how they gradually escape the isolation

of their luxury hotel and go and meet some Japanese and experience parts of Japanese life,

besides the relation that they build between each other – it is a beautifully understated film

which is as amusing as it is charming.

Illustration in film
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Conflict and national culture: the importance of cross-cultural
negotiations

With the internationalisation of business there has been an increase in inter-
national negotiations between organisations, and this is another area where
cross-cultural factors may have to be considered if some conflict is not to occur
which could lead to the failure of negotiations.

There are several phases to the negotiation process: the first phase will involve
the building of a relationship between the negotiators; the second phase will be the
exchanging of information and stating of negotiating positions; the third part will
be the discussion/persuasion phase; and finally there will be the final agreement
with any concessions agreed between the two parties. It is clear that culture can
impact on all these phases. For example, relationship building will be extremely
important in high-context cultures such as China and Japan: this will also include
informal meetings such as meals together, and thus may require several meetings
for the relationship-building (the Chinese guanxi) to be strong enough to proceed
with the key details of the negotiaton. In contrast the negotiator from a Western
culture will be looking for an early closure of the negotiations, and this contrast can
lead to confusion and potential conflict. 

In the actual negotiations themselves the question of presentation of positions
may differ, in that in Eastern cultures it is seen as rude to interrupt at any stage
whereas this may be seen as normal in the West as a means of clarification. We have
also seen that silences are quite acceptable in the East, which might be confusing to
Western negotiators. In the persuasion stage, issues like the use of threats or the use
of promises can be significant; again, the ability to ‘read’ the non-verbal communi-
cation signs of negotiators may be significant, and the issue of ‘face’ has to be
considered when dealing with certain countries. Finally in the agreement phase
there may be differences in terms of how the negotiation is decided: in the West it
would usually be by a complicated legal document whereas in the East contracts
and agreements are very short because they are built on a position of trust and
therefore long contracts are not seen as important.

Mead (1998) also suggests that the timing of the negotiation and the composition
of the negotiators may be significant. He suggests that you may have to consider the
best time of the day to negotiate (certainly not in lunch periods for southern European
cultures) or even times to avoid for religious reasons (e.g. Ramadan). The composition
of the negotiating team may have to be considered when dealing with a different
culture in terms of deciding the rank of people involved, their age and their gender.
For example, when dealing with the Japanese, they would tend to negotiate in groups
and have higher respect for older males of significant rank in the organisation. There
might be problems sending younger female managers with limited status to act as
negotiators in this context (see Case Study 3 ‘It’s been a bad week at the office’).

Change and national culture: the case of flexible working

The shift to flatter working structures and the increased need for the ability to react
quickly to the business environment have led to a significant increase in flexible
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working patterns so that organisations can expand or contract more quickly in
response to sudden changes in their business environment.

The traditional form of adjustment has been the use of shift work, where extra
shifts of workers are added or cut in response to demand but the organisation still
has significant control over the workers. Increasingly we are seeing a move towards
more part-time work, with flexible hours and a shift to contract working (e.g. the
use of external call centres to outsource operational functions) and teleworking.
These tend to be more flexible but they pose more of a challenge for the organis-
ation as to some extent the organisation is networking as well as controlling. Some
recent studies (see Raghuram et al., 2001) have explored whether national cultures
affect the approach of companies towards flexible working and thus how they
handle changes in this area.
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A study conducted by Barnes et al. (1997) ques-

tioned executives from a number of Western firms

who had undertaken strategic alliances with Russian

partners. Many of these had experienced culture

clashes which in some cases had led to the alliances

or joint ventures breaking down where incompatible

cultures had caused conflict, despite the great

potential offered to expand into new markets or to

exploit abundant raw materials at low cost. Some of

the key cultural problems that arose from the survey

were an emphasis on hierarchy, the importance of

national pride, blat (see below), the value of mutual

protection and the lack of organisational loyalty.

The emphasis on hierarchy was a leftover from the

previous economic and political structures which

reinforced the relatively high level of power distance

in Russia. There was a need to please people in

authority positions. Given the emphasis on hierarchy,

knowledge and information were seen as levers of

power. Withholding of information was a source of

power in the organisation, a situation which con-

trasted with Western practice, where people are

more used to sharing information throughout the

organisation. This lack of openness was a means of

avoiding conflict with superiors but meant that nego-

tiations and discussions were difficult.

The importance of national pride should not be

underestimated in Russia. Jones (1998) points out

that there is a cultural inheritance in Russia that

regards foreign investment and alliances with suspi-

cion and often hostility. Western organisations have

to be careful to avoid offending Russian pride, and

certainly will not progress far if they imply superiority

in one matter or another.

Blat is the process of giving favours to others

based on private, often family, links. It is a mixture of

nepotism and guanxi which is found in China. Many

business agreements or activities will only succeed

because of blat. Although networking also occurs in

the West, most business dealings are based on a

more open procedure, so the process of blat causes

confusion and misunderstanding for Western busi-

nessmen or women when dealing with Russians.

The value of mutual protection reflects the perceived

need to protect each other and reinforces the need for

trust to be developed. Trust is developed through per-

sonal contacts over a longer time span than may be

usual in the West. This reflects the more collective

society in Russia, as compared with the individualism of

the West. There is a preference for working with groups

and connections rather than alone. The mutual protec-

tion afforded may relate to business or personal

activities but can also be linked to corruption and crime.

The lack of organisational loyalty is difficult for

some Western or Asian managers to comprehend. It

stems from the old output planning system, in which

there were few rewards for commitment and effort.

Workers did not see themselves as part of the organ-

isation and certainly did not trust their managers, and

these attitudes have persisted.

Mini-case 10.2: Doing business in Russia
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Making use of the Hofstede framework they applied this to a number of countries

to examine their approach to flexible working and found a correlation between
those countries with high uncertainty avoidance and high power distance, where
there was a tendency to use the shift-work alternative. In countries where there was
both high individualism and low power distance there appeared to be a greater will-
ingness to explore more flexible approaches such as teleworking, and this was most
noticeable in the Scandanavian countries. This suggests that cultural dimensions
will have an impact on the choice of flexible working, and that to bring in too many
of the more flexible approaches in countries with high uncertainty avoidance, high
power distance and low individualism might lead to confusion and even conflict.
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It can be seen that some of the solutions to cul-

tural problems with Russian strategic alliances or

joint ventures lie in the areas of building good per-

sonal relations, learning to work with the hierarchical

system, avoiding an ethnocentric perspective on

Russia and developing organisational loyalty. These

may not solve all the business problems, but may

help avoid cultural conflict.

Source: Based on Barnes et al. (1997).

Many implications for managers involved in working overseas or in other cross-cultural contact have

been identified throughout this chapter. The prime implications include the following.

1 An awareness of cultural characteristics can help prepare a manager for visits overseas or for

working in international management teams. This may reduce cultural shock and improve inter-

personal relations with those with whom they deal.

2 Managers should be aware of cultural stereotyping and the effect this may have on relations with

overseas partners, customers or suppliers.

3 Managers should be aware of effective verbal and non-verbal communication when working in dif-

ferent cultures.

4 Managers should consider obtaining appropriate training in cross-cultural management prior to com-

mencement of an overseas posting or engaging in cross-national negotiation.

5 Caution should be exercised when attempting to apply organisational behaviour theories which orig-

inate in one culture (most often Anglo-American) to individuals, groups or organisations in other

cultures.

6 Certain management structures, such as bureaucracy, may work better in some cultures than in

others, so international managers should take culture into account when planning structural changes

to the organisation.

7 International managers should develop communication and negotiation skills when dealing with other

nationalities and pay particular attention to non-verbal communication in high-context cultures.

Managerial implications
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Summary of main points

The main points made in this chapter are:

● national cultures may influence all manner of management activity and leadership styles

in different countries;

● a number of key dimensions of culture have been identified by researchers in the field

which serve to identify significant and measurable differences between national cultures;

● when first encountering a new culture, foreigners may experience a form of ‘shock’;

● cultures are always evolving, a process referred to as culture shift;

● national culture impacts on perceptual stereotyping;

● many theories covered in this book and in OB generally are ethnocentric and are often

less applicable to non-Western cultures than they are to those from which they derive;

● the need for effective communication when seeking to collaborate with people in different

cultures.

Conclusions

This chapter illustrates that there is a danger in looking at organisations from a purely

national, or ethnocentric, perspective. This is because organisational behaviours that are

thought to be exhibited in one culture may not be commonplace in another. Prescriptions for

‘how to manage’ developed in the USA or in the UK or Europe will not be universally appli-

cable. With the trend towards internationalisation and globalisation seeming ever stronger,

these issues will become increasingly important for managers and workers in organisations

who will have growing contact with people from other cultures and countries.

1 Identify some of the cultural differences you encountered when you last went

abroad. Did these differences fit your previous perceptual stereotype of the

country and did you encounter any culture shock?

2 Choose three countries and identify the commonly held perceptual stereotypes

about these countries. Is there any evidence of culture shift in these countries?

3 Given the perceptions of British and Italian managers identified by Hoecklin (see

Table 10.5), what problems might have ensued if the two groups had not sought

to identify cultural differences at the beginning of the project? Do the countries

differ significantly according to Hofstede’s criteria?

4 ‘With new technology and globalisation pushing to ever-increasing convergence

of management styles, national culture will cease to be of importance’ – Discuss.

Questions
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5 You are leading a team from a British company which is about to start a joint

venture project with teams from China and Germany. Do you feel that your team

would benefit from any cross-cultural training, and what issues might you focus

on? (Make use of Hofstede’s data to identify some potential areas of confusion

and advise your team on possible areas of behavioural modification.)

6 Critically evaluate the extent to which national culture can influence the potential

effectiveness of trans-national mergers.
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This final section of the book contains three case studies, each of which draws upon

and reinforces many of the principles, concepts and understandings covered in this

book. The reader is invited to analyse critically the scenarios portrayed in an attempt to

‘get beneath the surface’ of human behaviour in organisations.

The grid below illustrates the fit between each case and each chapter. Whereas

each case can illustrate many aspects of organisational behaviour it might, equally, be

used to focus on one area, such as motivation or teamwork

Case 1 z Motivated teams: ✱ ✱✱✱ ✱✱✱ ✱✱ ✱✱ ✱✱ ✱ ✱✱ ✱✱✱

an inter-cultural case

Case 2 z Organisational ✱✱ ✱✱ ✱✱✱ ✱✱ ✱✱ ✱✱ ✱✱✱ ✱✱✱

change: multiskilling in
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Case 1

This case explores how a simple yet sound recognition of the value of people in the work-

place takes shape on the ground. The context is a Swedish-owned heavy truck assembly

plant which is located in France. The case outlines the novel processes of work organisation

employed in this complex multicultural setting. Although both are European countries,

Sweden and France are, in key cultural terms, polar opposites, and this case represents an

example of a successful inter-cultural business activity.

The case looks at the nature of, and differences between, Swedish and French national

cultures in an attempt to account for the success of the plant and the skill of its managers

in overcoming potential cultural pitfalls, and discusses the contributions made by each

culture to the success story. It is based on a series of semi-structured interviews with senior

management from both France and Sweden and observation of activities on the ground.

Scania, Angers (SAN)

The plant is owned by Scania, a Swedish multinational organisation primarily concerned with

the manufacture and marketing of trucks and buses. Trucks for the French, Italian and Iberian

markets are assembled in Angers in a converted combine harvester plant covering 50,000

square metres. Since it opened in 1992, output has increased significantly and production

plans suggest that a continued increase is possible for some time to come. The plant pro-

duced 7 trucks a day in January 1994, increasing to 30 trucks a day in 1995. In 1998 it

produced around 40 trucks a day, 45 in 2001, 50 in 2005 and this can now be almost

doubled by the introduction of a second shift.

There are just four levels of hierarchy in the plant including the managing director and

seven senior managers. All but one of the senior managers are Swedish, serving 14 French

cluster managers and their teams.

Management philosophy and the cluster team

A teamwork approach filters through all aspects of organisational life. Involvement in team-

work is not an option. Thorough socialisation and continuous training and coaching are the

norm. One of the few French senior managers, Bernard Proux (human resources manage-

ment), spells out, in a style characteristic of his culture, SAN’s philosophy (see Figure C1.1).

Teamwork is central to this function as a prime mechanism for the development of skills and

as an important source of personal motivation.

Motivated teams:
an inter-cultural case
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Teamwork and employee involvement in plant-wide work processes and in the broader

aspects of company activity are regarded by management as a vital motivational tool and,

therefore, as a performance-enhancing investment. Training is viewed similarly.

The work cluster

The basic form of work organisation focuses on the cluster team. Clusters are described by

the managing director as ‘a technical unit of production made up of workers who assemble

components forming a semi-finished or manufactured product’. They are a team which is

responsible for a discrete element of production. For example, one cluster is responsible for

assembling the cab, others for construction of the engines and the brake systems; another

manages delivery of the trucks.

The focus in the plant is the cluster organisation. All managers are clear in their determi-

nation to insist that all activities have to be justified in terms of their value added to the cluster

operation. The cluster manager has overall responsibility for the team of between 20 and 25

employees. No further formal hierarchy exists in each cluster although each comprises

people with differing skill levels and experience. In general terms each cluster member is 

multiskilled (French � polyvalent) and enjoys a long period of initial training and induction,

partly in the cluster, before becoming fully operative. This multiskilling allows greater flexibility

and frequent job rotation possibilities in a teamwork setting. With a supervisory or mana-

gerial ratio of less than 1:20, clearly cluster teams are largely self-directed.

Although the precise responsibilities of each team vary depending on the array of tasks

they are expected to perform, they are all responsible for:

● budget (including salary negotiations);

● materials handling;

● quality inspection;

● recruitment;

● components subassembly and line assembly;

● daily preventative maintenance;

● cleaning up.

SAN does not employ quality inspectors. Clusters are charged with the goal of achieving

continual improvement.

Scania, Angers (SAN) 307

Teamwork

Training Rewards

f (SKILL � MOTIVATION)

Involvement Job enrichment

PERFORMANCE =

Figure C1.1 Teamwork and the performance equation at Scania, Angers
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As can be judged from the above list, financial decisions are largely decentralised, giving

cluster managers considerable personal responsibility. Costs, the financial manager argues,

‘are controlled at the point where they are generated’. Hence the senior finance manager,

rather like his quality and human resources colleagues, actively serves the clusters in helping

them fulfil their duties and responsibilities.

It is seen as a prime responsibility of management to develop employee motivation by

giving the necessary leadership and support to teams. Hence cluster managers will estab-

lish the team targets, in conjunction with group members. Teams then enjoy a degree of

flexibility in how they achieve these targets.

All new employees undergo a lengthy period of training, which has two prime objectives.

First, workers learn the skills required to operate effectively in one of the clusters. Second,

they are educated in the way of working, the operational philosophies, team ethos and man-

agement styles.

Have cluster teams proven successful?

Productivity in the plant has exceeded targets established in Sweden. Quality levels have

shown continuous improvements since the plant opened in 1992 and are already compar-

able to those in Sweden and Holland. Output has increased significantly and is set to

continue to rise. Absenteeism is very low by any standards, at about 2–2.5 per cent. This

compares favourably with the French norm for manufacturing and assembly plants of 5 per

cent. Safety standards are continually measured and all targets have been met or surpassed.

The working environment appears relaxed and relatively stress free. Staff at all levels appear

to be well motivated.

Teamwork at all levels and in all relationships

Teamwork is a central tenet of the management philosophy and culture of SAN. Teams

operate at all levels, in all departments, at all functions and between each level, department

and function. Hence there are small, often temporary, teams in each cluster, such as a small

subassembly group. The cluster itself is managed and operates as a team. Workers feel a

sense of belonging to the whole cluster and, as quality standards suggest, take a pride in

their cluster’s output. In this participative environment teams contribute to defining and

developing action plans at one level and are actively encouraged to show an interest and

become involved in company-wide activities and concerns.

The management at SAN has attempted to identify the requirements for successful cor-

porate teamwork. This is viewed in the context of the customer–supplier or the inter-group

relationship. The responsibilities of each are made clear during initial, and often subsequent,

training and are also continually reinforced by management and peer group feedback. The

receiver or customer is required to:

● define their needs clearly;

● justify those needs in respect to the objectives of SAN;

● ensure that meeting the request will contribute added value;

● give feedback to the sender or supplier.

Case 1 • Motivated teams: an inter-cultural case308
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The sender or supplier is expected to:

● know and, if necessary help define, the customer’s requirements;

● manage priorities in the interests of overall SAN objectives;

● seek consensus in the exchange of information;

● keep their clients informed of progress;

● supply a service which meets reliability, quality, time limit and cost standards.

Customer–supplier relationships are encouraged at the interface between cluster teams.

Hence the boundary is characterised by cooperation and the adoption of a supportive atti-

tude. This helps to ensure a seamless handover of each cluster’s finished product.

All managerial personnel in SAN employ a consultancy-style approach with those col-

leagues who avail themselves of their service. In fact SAN management argues that the

customer–supplier relationship extends to all contact of an interpersonal, interdepartmental

and external nature and that customer satisfaction is the prime objective.

Individualism and trust

No one is required to clock in or out of the plant and no formal check is kept of people’s

timekeeping. Obviously expectations are set and these are, with very few exceptions, met.

Yet this individual responsibility is monitored, more often than not, by peers within a team

framework.

Each cluster member has an annual review with the cluster manager. This serves two

major purposes: to negotiate salary on the basis of experience and skills level, and to ascer-

tain training and development needs. During the interview managers establish the record of

the worker over the past year from both a quantitative and qualitative perspective. Objectives

for the forthcoming year are also set during the review. The assessors are given training to

assure fairness, consistency and objectivity in this process. This method of pay negotiation

rejects uniformity and aims to ensure that merit awards are based on each individual’s

results. Collective bargaining does not exist. Hence the cluster manager has a considerably

wider brief than the more traditional supervisor in an assembly plant.

The performance interview is also viewed as a management tool to help forge a strong,

company-orientated, organisational culture. Marie Robidou (HRM Director) argues, ‘The

interview . . . represents a concern for fairness in that everyone who takes part must be aware

of any difference between the company’s system of values and their own.’ It is clear that

certain attitudes are required of all employees. As a senior manager suggests, ‘No one must

be able to say “That is not my concern, I am not responsible for that”.’

Consequences of cultural differences and similarities

Scania is a Swedish company and the managing director and the majority of its senior

management team are Swedish and exclusively male. Almost the entire workforce,

including junior managers and cluster managers in the plant at Angers, are French. Table

C1.1 shows the rankings of Sweden and France on Hofstede’s (1980) four indices (see

Chapter 10).

Scania, Angers (SAN) 309
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On three of the four indices in Table C1.1 there is a significant difference in score and

ranking between French and Swedish cultures. Ironically on the fourth, the individualism

index, the two countries are identical. It is this index, individualism–collectivism, which is

most successful in predicting the possibility of successful teamwork. The index implies that

teamwork, or collective concern and endeavour, does not come easily to either culture. It

may account for the degree of individualism still apparent in this teamwork context and,

hence, the compromises that exist. For example, salary negotiations, performance payments

and training needs analyses are all conducted at the level of the individual. The ranking of

other countries on the individualism index includes: USA 1st, Great Britain 3rd, Germany

15th, Japan 22nd.

The two most significant differences between the countries are on the power distance

and uncertainty avoidance indices. On these two important criteria Sweden and France rep-

resent extremes in a European context (see Figure C1.2). French culture supports the

maintenance of large power distances between different groups, both in the workplace and

in society in general. Swedish culture seeks to minimise such differences and embraces a

strong commitment to egalitarianism. Just a handful of countries in Hofstede’s sample score

lower on the power distance index than Sweden. The Swedish belief in people is legendary.

A number of historical, social and economic factors conspire to encourage this enviable trait.

Associated with the egalitarian norm is the norm of accessibility: Swedish managers tend to

be highly approachable and open. In fact it is argued that in Sweden managers have to have

a good reason for not seeing an employee!

The difference between the two cultures is significant in relation to their desire to avoid

uncertainty and associated anxiety. The French have a firm desire to avoid uncertainty, which

usually means that rules and bureaucratic procedures dominate. This contrasts sharply with

the more laid-back Swedish character. The Swedish are very tolerant of uncertainty in the

workplace and are less concerned to organise, regiment or tie down everything and

everyone.

The work environment in France is likely to be characterised by authoritarian, top-down

management styles, hierarchies and formal procedures. Theory and logic are stressed. By

contrast the Swedish are likely to be more informal and easy-going. Lateral communications

and networks are more important, as is consensus building.

Evidence abounds in SAN that managers not only think about culture, but also think cul-

turally, both at the level of the organisation and on a national level. This is evidenced not least

by the choice of the word ‘cluster’, which was chosen intentionally as a culturally neutral term

Case 1 • Motivated teams: an inter-cultural case310

Table C1.1 Swedish and French rankings on Hofstede’s cultural indices

Cultural variable France* Sweden*

Power Distance Index (1st � large hierarchial power distance) 15 47

Uncertainty Index (1st � strong containment of uncertainty by creating order) 10 49

Masculinity–Femininity Index (1st � highly masculine culture) 35 53

Individualism Index (1st � individualism is culturally strong and collectivism is weak) 10� 10�

Note: Ranking, out of 53 countries.

Source: Hofstede (1984)
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Sweden France Median nation Great Britain
Germany (FR) Holland Spain Italy
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Figure C1.2 France and Sweden: cultural comparisons on power distance and uncertainty avoidance

Source: Data from Hofstede (1984)

in France. The Swedish management team are acutely aware of the potential tensions that

exist and the natural tendencies of many employees to revert to traditional attitudes and

behaviours.

Some problems, possibly of cultural origin, do occur. These problems highlight some

issues with which managers in inter-cultural settings have to cope. They stress the need for

continuous cultural vigilance. Managers take steps to prevent any mass retreat of people to

their cultural homeland. The Swedes at this plant are experienced international managers;

thinking culturally is second nature.

Conclusion

This case has outlined the prime features of a management philosophy being acted out in a

cross-cultural setting. Managers at Angers are not complacent; they are fully aware of the

continued efforts needed on everyone’s part to ensure that the cluster philosophy takes root

and grows. They are also aware that teamwork does not come naturally to culture-bound

individuals from either France or Sweden. However, their unswerving belief in people tran-

scends all differences and difficulties, and promises continued success for this and other

plants adopting similar principles.

The management style and methods of work organisation outlined in this case represent

a significant compromise with French cultural norms. The French have been required to

make more sacrifices than their Swedish masters. One may suggest that the Swedish are

guilty of cultural imperialism; however, their actions have created a paradoxical scenario, that

of imposed empowerment. They have required French workers and management to conform,

by and large, to their culture-laden management philosophy. It appears that they have been

vindicated by success.
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These questions should help to relate this case study to the materials presented in

the book. This case study covers considerable OB territory and these are but a few

potential questions of value.

Motivation and groupwork

1 With reference to Chapter 3 of this book, which covers motivation, attempt to

explain why employees at Scania, Angers, are or appear to be well motivated.

2 Why might a group-based work process achieve greater productivity and lower

staff turnover than more traditional production line operations?

Organisation and leadership theory

3 How do the management philosophy and practices at SAN differ from those

suggested by Henri Fayol (see Chapter 6)? How is control achieved in this plant?

4 How would you describe the prevailing leadership style employed in the plant?

How have situational variables influenced that style?

National culture

5 What ‘contribution’ does each culture make to the apparent success of this plant:

that is, what are both the Swedish and French qualities which contribute to this

success? Do you consider this to be a case of cultural imperialism?

6 A few problems have been encountered at SAN which may, in part at least, be

cultural in origin. For each of the problems identified below, attempt to suggest a

plausible cultural explanation.

a Problem: the French, who make up the vast majority of the workforce, are not

natural team players. Perhaps the real problem is that neither are the Swedish!

b Problem: cluster managers oppose a reduction in their ‘territory’ as new

clusters are added.

c Problem: rapid expansion has led to a reduction in socialisation training: a few

workers have experienced problems fitting in.

d Problem: (i) there is some confusion among employees over hierarchical grade

and pay and status differentials; e.g. two specialist engineers are unwilling to

Questions
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work alongside as ‘equals’ with the half-dozen technicians; and (ii) workers in

clusters are not hierarchically graded and have no official title. Many want to

be given a title with an associated grade like their colleagues in other French

firms.

e Problem: some French managers tend to put a great deal of effort into

paperwork which is of marginal value. As one Swedish manager put it, ‘they

produce lots of stuff which is done very well but serves little purpose

[whereas] we do practical things but don’t necessarily do it well’.
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Case 2

Introduction

This case study looks at an attempt to introduce multiskilled, ward-based teams of support

workers in a medium-sized NHS Trust hospital in the UK. Although only directly involving

about 250 people in an organisation employing over 2800 staff, the change represented

part of a wider, strategic transformation in the NHS with its focus on human resource issues.

The driving force is an attempt to realise continual improvement in quality and value for

money.

This case is relevant to those studying organisational behaviour, human resources man-

agement (HRM) and organisational change: analysis is reinforced by an understanding of

motivation, group and teamwork, organisational theory, power and politics, leadership,

change management, organisational structure and culture and various HRM issues.

The microcontext: a medium-sized NHS Trust hospital

The case is set in a NHS Trust which provides a full range of acute and midwifery services

to a population of about a quarter of a million people. The Trust’s income is around £70

million a year and it employs over 2800 personnel (about 1650 full-time equivalents). Of its

employees, 62 per cent work part time; over 80 per cent of all personnel are female. Forty-

three per cent of staff have over five years’ tenure. The staff turnover rate is rather low

compared with that of many urban hospitals and is declining. Absenteeism, for sickness, cur-

rently stands at 3.6 per cent, which compares favourably with many hospitals and other

public and private sector organisations. Absenteeism among ancillary staff, those largely

affected by this change, is about double the hospital average.

The Site Services Directorate was responsible for the implementation of generic, or multi-

skilled working. This directorate broadly comprised two major areas of responsibility, one of

which is Hotel Services, in which domestic and portering staff are located, managed by a

Deputy Director of Site Services, David Stacey. Hotel Services and, more specifically, its

Director, Richard Bunce, ‘owned’ the change and defined and refined it during residential

management team meetings and subsequent attempts at implementation.

Organisational change:
multiskilling in the healthcare sector
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Change content: the generic worker concept

This section outlines the nature of, and rationale for, the attempted introduction of the

generic worker concept. It was one of seven key changes outlined in the Trust’s business

plan, 2000–01, which included significant reductions in waiting times, compliance with gov-

ernment initiatives and the introduction of major new information systems. The relevant

objective states: ‘To introduce teams of generic hotel service assistants at ward level so as

to improve flexibility and responsiveness to patient needs by combining the role of porters,

domestics and catering staff.’ The change aimed to devolve all portering and domestic staff

to ward level. They would be multiskilled and consequently able to undertake a full range of

domestic and portering roles, including cleaning, transporting patients, moving equipment

and serving food.

The change involved all porters and domestic staff. In total these roles account for 151

whole-time equivalent (WTE) staff, of which porters account for 44 WTE and domestics

(cleaners and ‘ward hostesses’) 107 WTE. As many domestics work part time the total head-

count involved in this change was approximately 250 people. Some of the porters are

assigned to specific departments or directorates, such as X-ray, but most are ‘located’ in a

central pool and respond to demand for their services. There are three porter-managers. The

domestics are divided into teams under a supervisor and are designated an area of the hos-

pital to clean and in which to conduct other duties, such as serving food and assisting

nursing ancillary staff. They can, on occasions, respond to domestic emergencies and alter

their normal routines. All these staff are employed in the Site Services Directorate, and report

to managers in that unit, a fact which often creates frustration elsewhere in the Trust. This is

particularly so in the case of ward managers, who have little control over the activities of the

domestics.

The management philosophy underpinning the generic worker concept is a familiar one.

A multiskilled, flexible workforce is thought to facilitate operational planning and enhance

both the efficiency and effectiveness of service provision. The assumption is that employees

benefit from the resultant job enrichment and cooperative teamwork; cost savings are there

for the making via enhanced efficiency, and patient care is improved.

The scope and scale of change

It was proposed that all domestic and portering staff were to be based at ward level rather than,

as at present, in a central ‘pool’. Most would require additional training to undertake food serving,

cleaning and portering roles. Staff would then undertake a wider array of tasks and be required

to embrace flexibility and teamwork. All existing formal status and pay differentials between

members of Hotel Services, with the exception of management, would be removed. As a con-

sequence of generic working, many staff were to be upgraded and all would receive a basic pay

rise representing 2 per cent for porters and 8 per cent for domestic staff. Performance pay was

to be based upon attendance. Overtime and weekend working would be carefully monitored in

an attempt to reduce costs. Some staff would be required to change their shift pattern and the

total hours they worked in any one week. The change directly involved about 250 people and

included taking on an extra 35,000 hours’ work a year previously allocated to nursing assistants.

ORGB_Z01.QXP  26/9/05  4:02 pm  Page 315



 

Talk on the ground

It was thought that the successful implementation of generic working would bring many

potential benefits from a managerial perspective. Almost without exception, managers

stressed its positive features. The Finance Director, Dalbir Khangura, argued that successful

implementation would help to ‘provide good value for money’ and ‘make cost savings’. It

would ensure, for the time being at least, competitiveness with external commercial players.

The single grade and pay spine, which would apply to all 250 generic workers, would reduce

status differentials and simplify the highly complex bonus schemes that had evolved. From

an operational point of view it would bring enormous benefits of flexibility and would simplify

work scheduling. Managers argued that it would serve to ‘even out’ the workload for porters

and improve efficiency by avoiding ‘waiting for action time’ and ‘wasted journeys’ and other

‘duplication of effort’. Therefore, not inconsiderable cost savings could be realised. It would

formalise control, especially over porters who are ‘difficult to track down’. It might, for

example, stop porters using their ‘pull’ over nursing staff. The HRM Director, Phil Davies, felt

it would improve worker motivation as porters would ‘feel part of a team’ and ‘be included if

chocolates were given out or nights out were planned’. They would ‘take a pride in their

work’ and be ‘recognised at ward level’. One manager responsible for its implementation

suggested that generic working is ‘going to make it very clear what I am providing and to

whom’, so facilitating the provision of an up-to-date service-level agreement and competitive

tendering.

Jane McEwen, the manager responsible for establishing the pilot scheme which ran on

one large ward, argued that ‘The domestics think it’s a great idea’, ‘Women will go for it to

see the men cleaning’ and ‘They really enjoy the varied workload’. Others attempted to

explain why staff were positive about change with comments like, ‘Now they don’t know what

other duties they’re going to be doing and they really enjoy that so their job satisfaction has

gone up.’ However, managers were far less effusive when asked to identify likely reasons for,

or sources of, resistance to the implementation of generic working. Issues focused on likely

demarcation concerns at the interface between Hotel Services and other groups such as

nurses and, within Hotel Services, between porters, cleaners and domestic staff.

Friction

Ms McEwen, concerned over the issue of ‘ownership’ of tasks, commented that ‘Basically if

anything needs moving we move it, if it needs feeding we feed it, if it needs cleaning we

clean it and that’s what generic working is about.’ Needless to say, tensions arose at the

interface between Hotel Services and nursing. The manager responsible for establishing the

pilot scheme which ran on one large ward, commented, ‘We looked at taking over the

service of dispensing food to patients.’ Hotel Services believed their staff to be better

trained to carry out food dispensing duties. Some ancillary nurses were reported to have ‘felt

very threatened’ and responded with, ‘Oh well, that’s your job now, I’m not doing it.’ Part of

the change process involved the reallocation of duties, such as food dispensing to patients,

from nursing to domestic staff. This amounted to 37,500 hours’ work a year and a movement

of resources from clinical directorates to the Site Services Directorate.

Personal involvement in the change process was heightened for those managers at the

interface between domestic staff and supervisors, as success in introducing generic

Case 2 • Organisational change: multiskilling in the healthcare sector316

ORGB_Z01.QXP  26/9/05  4:02 pm  Page 316



 

Implementation: structure and process 317

working would have eased many of the tensions involved in operating the current system.

Scheduling tasks would be simplified, as would pay and bonus schemes. A number of man-

agers and staff expressed a strong desire to reduce the level of uncertainty they faced under

the current system. One porter commented at the commencement of the project, ‘At present

the porters are understaffed and suffering from low morale with a poor sickness record. The

portering service can best be described as “fire-fighting” – there is no service-level agree-

ment in place against which to measure performance.’

One of the major contentious issues which arose during the pilot scheme was that of work

rotas. A Directorate General Manager (DGM), Cara Brooks, from a clinical directorate, com-

mented: ‘The goalposts have been endlessly moving . . . it changes with the wind. One

minute they were going to be doing XYZ and then the next minute it was ABC.’ Another

argued, ‘They were told that all the rotas would be displayed [and] there would be no names

attached – they would apply for which rota they wanted. When they saw the rotas they reck-

oned that they were all fixed for specific people.’ Another manager, ‘close’ to the change,

argued, ‘The rotas are so difficult to follow [that] when they went up on the board it was

“Where’s my job? I haven’t got a job” so if they vote no it’s because we’ve changed hours

and changed rotas.’

Implementation: structure and process

A small management team comprising the Director of Site Services, her deputy and the man-

agers of domestic and portering staff fine-tuned, ‘customised’ and planned the

implementation of this initiative. The manager specifically responsible for the day-to-day

implementation of the concept, the head of the domestic staff, Jane McEwen, was a

junior/middle manager, at the fourth tier of management. She played a relatively minor role in

the decision to introduce the initiative in the hospital or in its inclusion in the Trust’s business

plan. A subordinate of hers, a first-line supervisory manager responsible for portering staff,

Steve Fountain, managed the daily ‘portering’ operations in a pilot scheme on the Ivan

Goode Ward. The small management team were enthusiastic and dedicated. They articu-

lated the benefits of the scheme with conviction.

A pilot scheme ran for a year, during which time issues were raised and discussed,

changes were made and plans were altered. The pilot involved about 12 domestic and por-

tering staff. The original aim was to appoint a team leader who would allocate duties as they

arose. This was thought to have created unnecessary sources of uncertainty, and a system

of management allocation of tasks on a more permanent basis was soon adopted in the pilot.

Those managing the change did not gather the whole workforce together to discuss the

changes. Such a process, they felt, would prove difficult. Instead they believed that if it could

be made to work well on the pilot scheme then the good news would spread and people

would come on board. Thus they relied quite heavily on the undoubted power of the informal

communication process as opposed to numerous team briefings. They also utilised the staff

noticeboard to display rotas and other important developments.
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Teething problems

Many of the porters, almost exclusively male, quite openly expressed their unwillingness to

undertake cleaning duties, which some thought were ‘women’s work’. This gender issue

raised its head in many consultations between porters and managers and was a frequent

topic of conversation between porters. One manager commented, ‘Porters believe the girls

are going to be running off doing portering duties all the time and they are going to spend

all their time cleaning . . . and they’ve got these views from the union.’ Other ‘demarcation’

issues were also brought to the fore during the pilot scheme. A group of domestics, known

as ‘ward hostesses’, enjoyed a somewhat privileged position among their colleagues, whose

work focused almost exclusively on cleaning, involving little or no contact with patients or

clinical personnel. The subgroups comprising the generic worker role were often referred to

as ‘tribes’ by managers from across the hospital. One Hotel Services manager said, ‘We

arranged awareness sessions with nursing staff but no one turned up to them.’ One

manager, expressing a certain powerlessness, summarised the nature of the problems: ‘It is

about boundaries between groups. We have nurses, PAMs (professionals allied to medi-

cine), physios, doctors – all these groups, and making them work in teams is impossible.’

Jane McEwen suggested domestic staff believe that this is simply ‘a cost improvement

exercise’. The trade union (UNISON) convenor, Pete Frost, openly and persistently recorded

his disapproval of the extent of the proposed changes. The union strongly opposed generic

working from the outset and advised all its members not to facilitate its implementation. Such

a change would fundamentally alter the terms and conditions of employees and would

necessitate contractual changes and facilitate local determination of pay and conditions.

This would contravene national union policy and UNISON’s clear position regarding local

bargaining. Employees had not yet accepted the principle, let alone the practice, of local

determination of pay and conditions.

In a series of meetings between managers in Hotel Services and UNISON representa-

tives debate was often hostile and, allegedly, personal. Few minutes were kept of meetings,

and little signed and agreed documentation exists. A senior manager suggested that, ‘If

you’re going to negotiate with the unions you get your shopping basket and work out what

it’s going to cost you’ and ‘There were few minutes [which] were not jointly signed and

nobody had worked out the costs beforehand and [as a consequence] they were always

arguing about things which one side thought was agreed three meetings ago.’

Tension before the ballot

The pilot scheme ended with a union ballot aimed at ascertaining the staff’s position vis-à-

vis acceptance or otherwise of generic working. On the eve of the vote, managers in Hotel

Services felt it would be a close-run affair. They were unsure of staff collective opinion and

nervous about the outcome. A number of managers argued that the union vote was couched

in terms that were tantamount to a vote of confidence in the union itself. One suggested that,

‘In a way they were being asked to vote “do you support your union?”: management one

side, union the other.’ Emotional investment in the change process was not inconsiderable,

as Jane McEwen’s comment suggests: ‘I’ll be very sorry if they do throw it out . . . I’ll be quite

upset from their point of view. It’ll be easier to manage and the main reason we are here is

for the patients.’
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Questions 319

The vote

Union members in Hotel Services were eligible to vote in the UNISON-organised ballot on the

single issue of generic working. Twelve staff voted in favour of change, 150 against, the rest

abstained. The scale of rejection left little doubt concerning the level of resistance to the change

initiative. In the face of this clear rejection the planned change as proposed by management will

not now be implemented in the foreseeable future. This result does not indicate, however, that

the change scenario was a failure; judgement of that nature would depend on one’s perspective.

It is appropriate to conclude this case with the HRM Director’s thought-provoking

comment: ‘Inside the hospital is a little cottage with roses hanging over the door, where

everything is just as it has always been, and it’s all quite happy. Nothing is touching that.

Nothing is touching the real heart of what is going on.’

Motivation

1 How might the motivation of staff have been affected during the change process?

Use any theoretical frameworks presented in Chapter 3 to support your answer.

Team/group work

2 What are the merits and drawbacks of the kind of multiskilled teams which this

change would have helped to encourage?

Organisational structure

3 What does this case tell us about contemporary management thinking regarding

organisational structures and individual roles?

Change, culture and politics

4 What sources of power, or power bases, are threatened by this change?

5 How important is the context of change to the implementation process? How did

the context in this case influence the final outcome of the change process?

6 What was the scale of this change for those staff involved in the process: that is,

those who were expected to become generic workers?

7 Why was this change initiative, which held so much promise and generated such

enthusiasm from management, so emphatically rejected by staff? Drawing on the

work of Morgan (1986, 1996) as noted in Chapter 5, together with the materials

presented in Chapters 6, 8 and 9, attempt to give (a) a managerial, (b) a cultural,

and (c) a political explanation for the ‘failure’ of this initiative.

Questions
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CASE 3

Ellen Harris put the phone in her office down slowly with her mind racing. She had just tele-

phoned her partner Martin to ask if he could pick up their seven year old daughter Claire from

school as the school had rung Ellen five minutes earlier to say Claire was feeling under the

weather and should go home. Martin had claimed that he was in the middle of important

business and unable to pick up Claire yet Ellen had her doubts as he had been acting defen-

sively ever since she had got the promotion. In addition she had a further meeting in an hour

with Mr Hayashi and his team about the proposed strategic alliance between their

companies and she sensed that things had not gone well in the meeting they had had yes-

terday. As she started working her way through friends who could pick up Claire she found

herself muttering under her breath ‘It’s been a bad week at the office…’ and started thinking

back to the events of the week.

As she reflected, she thought that in many ways she felt positive in her work. The

company she was working for, Glazers Lawn Solutions, was back on track after having had

a rocky couple of years under the old management team. The company, based in

Cobblerton, specialised in producing motorised lawn mowers which were quite expensive

but of good quality and which were used for customers requiring large expanses of grass to

be controlled. The company was medium-sized with 140 employees, but had gone into

decay through a lack of new ideas and investment from the family firm that originally con-

trolled it. Six months ago it had been bought out by a new investor who had put new funds

into development and had also completely restructured the company to make it flatter and

more flexible than previously. The new owner, Mike Lynch, had also decided that the future

lay in internationalising the company and had set up talks with Fujimori Mowers from Osaka

in Japan, which specialised in smaller mowers, with a view to developing a strategic alliance

between the companies, built around distribution of each other’s products and joint mar-

keting and development projects. A large team from Fujimori Mowers had arrived this week

for crucial talks on which the future of the alliance probably depended.

Ellen had benefited from the restructuring and reorganisation which Mike Lynch had

carried out in the company. She had joined the company four years earlier as a Marketing

Assistant with special responsibilities for linking product development with promotion in the

marketplace. She had a degree in Marketing and business experience (although not in

mowers) and settled in well with her colleagues and mixed well with them, helped by her

sense of humour and approachability. At this stage Martin had been quite happy for her to

take the job as it added to their joint income, although Ellen had to ask for some flexibility

from the firm in order to pick up Claire from school whenever one of her friends was unable

‘It’s been a bad week at the office…’
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to do this. The Marketing Director, Bob Gannon, seemed a bit remote but his deputy, Bill

Murray, was friendly towards her and helped ‘to show her the ropes’ whilst she settled into

her job, as he had been with the company for several years and was now in his mid-fifties.

Ellen had been happy in her job although she was frustrated about the lack of marketing

strategy in the company and had written a couple of reports about this which seem to have

lain, undisturbed, on Bob Gannon’s desk.

The arrival of Mike Lynch had changed everything with his desire to turn the company

around and move it forwards. He had spent a couple of months evaluating things in the

company and then brought forward dramatic changes by de-layering the company,

improving communications and developing team-working as a means of developing inno-

vation within the company. He was keen to share information around the organisation and

change the culture to a much more proactive one. Unfortunately this had led to casualties,

with some redeployment of jobs and some jobs disappearing altogether. One of the first

casualties had been Bob Gannon, who quickly left to join another company. Everyone had

assumed that Bill would take over the marketing role but Mike Lynch had asked Ellen to

apply as well, having finally read some of her reports about Marketing Strategy and having

been impressed by them. This had been quite a shock for Ellen but an even greater shock

when she had actually been appointed Marketing Director by Mike Lynch. He had said that

although she was only 36, she had shown the drive and strategic awareness that he felt was

needed if the company was to change its culture and move forward.

Ellen had been in the job for four months now and although she had found it very busy,

she had also found it challenging, and with her income now substantially higher than her

husband’s she felt it would help the family and maybe they could move to a bigger house in

the future. She had spent much of her time in developing a new strategic marketing plan and

in restructuring the Marketing Department in order to split responsibilities and devolve

decision making to people. She had also tried to increase the amount of team meetings in

the group as well. Whilst she had enjoyed the challenge of the new work in terms of devising

the new strategy and meeting key clients, she had increasingly felt that all was not well in

the Marketing Department, and some events this week had made her think increasingly

about this problem.

One of these was the attitude of Bill Murray, who was now effectively Ellen’s deputy.

Although Bill was always polite to her she felt that he wasn’t too happy about being over-

looked for the promotion and that a distance was growing between them. Even worse was

the fact that she had asked Bill to map out the marketing implications of the proposed joint

venture, and the report he had done for her was, frankly, lacking in depth and limited in

scope. It had been a complex challenge for Bill but he had assured her that he could handle

it. One of the younger members of the Marketing Department, Pavel Sokota, had been keen

to be involved in the Japanese project, and Ellen was thinking of asking him to upgrade the

report that Bill had done before submitting it, with her recommendations, to Mike. The

problem was that Bill thought he coped well with the report and that it was fine as it stood.

Another issue that had troubled her was that of her relationship with the other members

of the marketing group. She had always got on well with them and sometimes enjoyed a

drink with them after work when they would wind down and discuss the events of the day.

Now that she was Marketing Director she had thought it would be good to get together

again after work on occasions, despite the problems of arranging child cover for Claire when
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Martin was unavailable for this. She had thought that by having some informal drinks

together they could bond more effectively and build a positive culture within the group. The

first proposed meeting had been two days ago, when she had suggested that they pop to a

local wine bar for a few drinks immediately after work. To her disappointment some people,

including Bill, had not turned up, and those that had turned up seemed to be a little cautious

of her and seemed to hold back a little. She hoped that they would relax with a couple of

glasses of wine as they had done in previous days, but the only person who seemed to be

relaxing and enjoying the wine was her friend Linda, who worked for another department

inside the company. But overall Ellen had found the experience disconcerting.

Then there was the issue of yesterday’s meeting with Mr Hayashi and the rest of his team

from Fujimori Mowers. She had attended the meeting with Bill Murray and Pavel Sokota with

the objective of working out the marketing implications of the proposed alliance between the

two companies. Mr Hayashi had arrived with three other male colleagues, although they

were clearly younger than he was and deferential towards him.

On meeting all the Japanese managers shook hands and Mr Hayashi presented his busi-

ness card, followed by the others. As the senior representative of the company, Ellen had

taken Mr Hayashi’s card and immediately put it in her top pocket as she was used to doing

in the UK. There had seemed to be a sort of pause in the Japanese managers, and Mr

Hayashi’s eyebrows had furrowed. They had then sat down round the table and Ellen had

started to lead the discussion about the proposed marketing arrangements for the alliance.

To her increasing annoyance, Mr Hayashi kept responding mainly to Bill Murray, who had

seemed quite pleased by this and had sought to lead the discussions himself. Ellen had felt

increasingly angry at the fact that there was little direct discussion towards her and even that

the Japanese seemed to be avoiding eye-contact altogether. Bill had made a point to which

Mr Hayashi was responding when Ellen had interrupted and challenged a point made by Mr

Hayashi which she felt was an irrelevant one. Again there had been a long silence with the

Japanese managers, and she could see that they had furrowed their brows again and were

all looking down at the table.

To his credit Pavel had intervened with a positive comment on a technical matter, which

had got discussions going again and they began to cover some ground. Ellen had sought to

lead the discussion again and had received polite answers from the Japanese managers

although she still sensed that something was wrong. At the end of the meeting she had

suggested that they sign an agreement to cover the main points discussed but the Japanese

managers had suggested that further meetings were required before any agreement could

be reached and that they were still considering whether to proceed with the alliance at all.

Mike Lynch had heard that the meeting hadn’t gone that well and had asked to sit in on the

meeting she was going to have with the Japanese in one hour.

Ellen felt tired but realised that she had to concentrate and formulate some plan of action.

The immediate thing was to arrange for someone to pick up Claire, there was the meeting

with Mr Hayashi and team in one hour, and there were some issues in her department that

needed sorting out soon. So what to do ?
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Questions 323

1 What factors are driving the attitudes of members of the Marketing Department?

Is there any evidence of cognitive bias or cognitive dissonance?

2 How far can the problems encountered with Mr Hayashi be linked to national

cultural differences?

3 Formulate Ellen’s plan of action and identify possible solutions for her.

Questions
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