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Preface to the first edition

Having been engaged on research and consultancy into organization for a
number of years, I have felt that there is a need for a book which draws from
available findings some guidelines for the analysis of practical problems.
The problem with most books on organization is that they are written by
academics for academics, and their material is presented in a way that
enlightens purely academic themes.

This book is grounded on the belief that research is of great significance
for the improvement of practical affairs. Research studies are in themselves
usually directed to the refinement of theories, but as an eminent psy-
chologist, Kurt Lewin, once observed, ‘there is nothing so practical as a
good theory’. What I have attempted here is to examine problems which
practitioners will recognize as theirs. I have drawn upon my knowledge of
relevant research, including my own. The book is, however, written in a
straightforward non-academic manner. Each chapter closes with a short
summary of its main themes. These summaries are followed by suggested
further reading on the topics which have been covered. There are no
academic footnotes.

This is an introduction to the field of organization. It delineates the main
problems which arise in designing structures and jobs. It does not cover the
field of organizational behaviour as a whole, although the interfaces be-
tween structure and behaviour are examined. Frequent reference is also
made to the context in which decisions on organization have to be
made.

The readersI have had in mind when writing this book include both those
who are practising management and administration and those who are
engaged in its study. I have had the benefit of valuable comment from my
students, many of whom have been practitioners attending an advanced
course of study. My personal belief, however, is that the subject of organiz-
ation cannot be treated simply as a technical matter. It has a wide social
relevance, affecting access to decision-making in society and the quality of
life of all who work in, or have dealings with, social institutions. The more
widely it is appreciated that there are many choices available to us in the
organization of public, industrial and other institutions, the closer we
should move towards a truly democratic society. In this light, the present



book is offered to all. We should each and every one of us be concerned with
how our fellow human beings and our scarce economic resources are
managed.

Increasing difficulties are being placed in the way of giving time to reflec-
tion in British universities today, and it has not been an easy matter to write
this book. I am therefore all the more grateful to colleagues who have both
helped to relieve me of additional burdensand also found time to exchange
ideas and comment—particularly John Berridge and Diana Pheysey. My
debt to students is a heavy one, especially to members of the 1974/75 and
1975/76 Master in Business Administration courses at the Aston Manage-
ment Centre. Miss Katie Talbot worked wonders in typing from untidy
manuscripts. Above all my wife, Elizabeth, inspired perseverance and lent a
critical faculty which will perhaps offset some of the faults in this work for
which I alone bear responsibility.

Jobn Child
July 1976.



Preface to second edition

This new edition of Organization incorporates a number of changes and
improvements, while continuing to address the same purposes as its pre-
decessor. There are new chapters on reward policies and the relevance of
new technology. New materialisincluded on job designand work structuring,
control, the relation of organizational design to performance, and the
relevance of political contingencies. In rewriting the book, I have reflected
the important developments in thinking about organizations which have
been evident since the mid-1970s. The enquiring reader can pursue these in
detail through the additional reading suggested at the end of each chapter
and by recourse to journals such as the Academy of Management Journal, Adminis-
trative Science Quarterly, Organizational Dynamics, and Organization Studies.

A point that requires clarification is the way I have referred to gender. I
have attempted to steer between the Scylla of insensitive male chauvinism
and the Charybdis of ungainly repetition (he and she, her and his) which is
tedious and out of touch with ordinary idiom. Reference to any person or
role in the text is to female or male without any prejudice. My intention is to
employ the male and female gender just sufficiently to remind the reader of
that fact but not so frequently as to be irksome.

I haveagainbeen fortunate to have benefitted from the exchange of ideas
with colleagues, especially those in the Microelectronics Project and the
Work Organization Research Centre at Aston University: Peter Clark,
Margaret Grieco, Janet Harvey, Ray Loveridge, Chris Smith, Jennifer Tann,
Marion Tarbuck and Richard Whipp. Lex Donaldson, Tom Lupton and
Monir Tayeb made very helpful comments on a draft of this new edition, as
did members of the 1982/83 MBA Programme at the University of Aston
Management Centre—1I am grateful to all. Vera Green, Beryl Marston,
Monir Tayeb and Myra Wheeldon contributed to the production of the
typescript, while Marianne Lagrange of Harper & Row was most helpful in
fettling the rough edges of my English. As always, my wife Elizabeth offered
both constructive criticism and emotional support, while the whole family
patiently suffered the temperament and unsociability of the writer in
their midst.

Jobn Child
February 1984






PART I

INTRODUCTION






CHAPTER 1

The contribution of organization

‘A machine designed by geniuses to be run by idiots.” Herman Wouk,
The Caine Mutiny, on the organization of the wartime US Navy.

The leaders of successful companies and other institutions generally
attribute a significant part of that success to good organization. The design
of organization is one of management’s major priorities. The problem liesin
determining what ‘good organization’ is for each of the great variety of
institutions that are engaged in very different activities on all kinds of scale
within the contrasting economic, social, political and cultural settings which
make up the world’s patchwork. It is the purpose of this book to identify
some of the choices in organization that can be made and the considerations
pertinent to those choices.

The design of organization is normally understood to cover the basic
framework of positions and relations between them, systems for measuring
what has been accomplished by the people in those positions, systems for
rewarding them, and procedures for selecting and developing them. Struc-
ture is central to all of these aspects and has to be given particular attention
in organization design, especially from the perspectives of how structural
arrangements can be devised which suit the purposes given to the organ-
ization and the expectations of people working within it. As Peter Drucker
has put it: ‘Structure is a means for attaining the objectives and goals of an
institution (1974: 52).* The requirement is to create a structure which suits
the need of the particular enterprise or institution, while achieving consist-
ency between the various aspects of that structure and being able to adapt it
to changing circumstances over time.

Thereare three main aspects toorganization structure which canassist the
attainment of objectives. First, structure contributes to the successful
implementation of plans by formally allocating people and resources to the
tasks which have to be done, and by providing mechanisms for their co-
ordination. This is sometimes called the basic structure. 1t takes the form of
job descriptions, organization charts and the constitution of boards, com-
mittees, working parties, task forces and teams.

Second, it is possible to indicate to the members of an organization more
clearly what is expected of them by means of various structural gperating

*Full references to any sources cited in the text are given as part of the suggested further reading
at the end of each chapter and are also listed in the Bibliography at the end of the book.
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4 Introduction

mechanisms. For example, devices such as standing orders or operating pro-
cedures can set out the ways in which tasksare to be performed. In addition,
or perhaps as an alternative when the manner of doing tasks cannot be
closely defined, standards of performance can be established incorporating
criteria such as output or quality of achievement. These would be accom-
panied by procedures for performance review. As well as control procedures
such as these, other operating mechanismsincludereward and appraisal sys-
tems, planning schedules and systems for communication.

Third, the ambit of structure encompasses provisions for assisting
decision-making and its associated information processing requirements.
These may be called decision mechanisms. They include arrangements for rele-
vant intelligence to be collected from outside the organization, partly
through specifying theseamong the duties of specialist jobs. Procedures can
be established whereby information is collated, evaluated and made avail-
able to decision-makers on a regular basis and/or in response to some new
development outside of the organization. The process of decision-making
itself can be assisted, where appropriate, through programming, specifi-
cation of stages in the process, indication of decision rules and provision of
procedures for post-audit.

The allocation of responsibilities, the grouping of functions, decision-
making, co-ordination, control and reward—all these are fundamental
requirements for the continued operation of an organization. The quality of
an organization’s structure will affect how well these requirements are
met.

Components of structure

The structure of an organization is often taken to comprise all the tangible
and regularly occurring features which help to shape its members’
behaviour. This encompasses what used misleading to be called formal and
informal organization. The way in which those terms have generally been
used is misleading because it fails to distinguish between the degree of for-
mality in a structure and the separate dimension of whether it is officially
sanctioned or not. The degree of formality in structure is a dimension of
design whichwillbe considered in alater chapter. Onthe other hand, a book
like this naturally lays emphasis on structural arrangements which managers
or other groups can design and which are therefore official by definition.
Unofficial practices have to be recognized as part of the context of
organizational design, and they often point to a deficiency in the official
structure. But organizational designers do not implement unofficial
structures.

There has also been a long-standing confusion as to whether the term
‘organization’ refers to the structure of an organized body, institution or
enterprise, or whether it describes the total entity per se. In this book I shall
use the term ‘structure’ whenever the sense of ‘organization’ would be
ambiguous. Otherwise, [ have conformed with popular expression and used
organization to refer to structural attributes (as in ‘reorganization’ or ‘the
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organization of a company’), and the term ‘an organization’ or similar to
refer to institutions or units as a whole.

Some idea of the components of an organization structure has already
emerged. Major dimensions are:

1 The allocation of tasks and responsibilities to individuals. Aspects of
structure which come into play here are the form of specialization designed
into jobs and the discretion attached to them.

2 The designation of formal reporting relationships, determining the num-
ber of levels in hierarchies and the spans of control of managers and
supervisors.

3 The grouping together of individuals in sections or departments, the
grouping of departments into divisions and larger units, and the overall
grouping of units into the total organization.

4 The design of systems to ensure effective communication of information,
integration of effort, and participation in the decision-making process.

5 The delegation of authority together with associated procedures whereby
the use of discretion is monitored and evaluated.

6 The provision of systems for performance appraisal and reward which
help to motivate rather than to alienate employees.

If any of these structural components is deficient, there can be serious con-
sequences for the performance of an organization.

Consequences of structural deficiencies

As Starbuck and Nystrom point out in introducing their Handbook of
Organizational Design (1981), there seems to be overwhelming evidence that
very large improvements could be made to the ways in which organizations
are run. Because organizations are today the most common mode of collec-
tive effort in industrial and urbanized societies, even quite modest improve-
ments could affect millions of people. For example, the ways in which many
jobs have been designed to subject theirincumbents to monotony and press-
ure, of ten backed up by harsh controls, have been found to affect adversely
the mental and physical health of employees. The way in which the structure
of an organization is designed will largely determine what job moves and car-
eer paths are available for those employees who seek the chance to develop
themselves. Our capacity to design effective organizational arrangements
can also affect the speed at which technological progress is applied to the
production of goods and services. A report by Scholz and Wolff to the EEC
(1981) concluded, for instance, that the limited resources of organizational
knowledge will slow the speed of diffusion of microelectronics and weaken
its potential effects.

There are a number of problems which so often mark the struggling
organization and which even at the best of times are dangers that have to be
looked for. These are low motivation and morale, late and inappropriate
decisions, conflict and lack of co-ordination, rising costs, and a generally
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poor response to new opportunities and external changes. Structural
deficiencies can play a part in exacerbating all these problems.

1 Motivation and morale may be depressed because:
(a) Decisions appear to be inconsistent and arbitrary in the absence of
standardized rules.
(b) People perceive that they have little responsibility, opportunity for
achievement and recognition of their worth because there is insufficient
delegation of decision-making. This may be connected with narrow spans
of control.
(c) There is alack of clarity as to what is expected of people and how their
performance is assessed. This could be due to inadequate job definition.
(d) People are subject to competing pressures from different parts of the
organizationdue to an absence of clearly defined priorities, decision rules
or work programmes.
(e) People are overloaded because their support systemsare notadequate.
Supervisors, forinstance, have toleave the job to chase up materials, parts
and tools as there is no adequate system for communicating forthcoming
requirements to stores and tool room.

2 Decision-making may be delayed and lacking in quality because:
(a) Necessary information is not transmitted on time to the appropriate
people. This may be due to an over-extended hierarchy.
(b) Decision-makers are too segmented into separate units and there is
inadequate provision to co-ordinate them.
(c) Decision-makers are overloaded due to insufficient delegation on their
part.
(d) There are no adequate procedures for evaluating the results of similar
decisions made in the past.

3 There may be conflict and a lack of co-ordination because:
(a) There are conflicting goals which have not been structured into a single
set of objectives and priorities. People are acting at cross-purposes. They
may, for example, be put under pressure to follow departmental priorities
at the expense of product or project goals.
(b)People are working out of step with each other because they are not
brought together into teams or because mechanisms for liaison have not
been laid down.
(c) The people who are actually carrying out operational work and who are
in touch with changing contingencies are not permitted to participate in
the planning of the work. There is therefore a breakdown between plan-
ning and operations.

4 An organization may not respord innovatively to changing circum-
stances because:
(a) It has not established specialized jobs concerned with forecasting and
scanning the environment.
(b) There is a failure to ensure thatinnovation and planning of change are
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mainstream activities backed up by top management through appropriate
procedures to provide them adequate priority, programming and
resources.

(c) There isinadequate co-ordination between the part of an organization
identifying changing market needs and the research area working on poss-
ible technological solutions.

5 Costs may be rising rapidly, particularly in the administrative area,
because:
(a) The organization has a long hierarchy with a high ratio of ‘chiefs’
to ‘indians’.
(b) There is an excess of procedure and paperwork distracting people’s
attention away from productive work and requiring additional staff per-
sonnel to administer.
(c) Some or all of the other organization problems are present.

Organizational choices

All the components of organization structure can be designed to take dif-
ferent forms, and they in fact vary considerably in practice. AsJay Lorsch of
the Harvard Business School has put it, ‘the structure of an organization is
not an immutable given, but rather a set of complex variables about which
managers can exercise considerable choice’ (1970: 1). There is no single way
of organizing; and therein lies the dilemma facing managers, or indeed any-
one else participating in organizational design decisions.

The one model of organization with which we are most familiar is bureauc-
racy. Bureaucracy not only has a long history, its genesis reaching back to
the administration of ancient civilization, but it is in a more advanced form
the type of structure commonly adopted by large organizations today. For
several thousand years bureaucracy has been widely accepted as the most
efficient, equitable and least corruptible basis for administration. Despite
some early social criticism by novelists such as Balzac and sociologists like
Max Weber, it is only during the past few decadesthat bureaucracy hasbeen
attacked as an inefficient model of organization in the conditions of
unprecedented change, complex technology and ethos of personal initiative
which prevail today.

Bureaucratic structures are characterized by an advanced degree of
specialization between jobs and departments, by a reliance on formal pro-
ceduresand paperwork, and by extended managerial hierarchies with clearly
marked status distinctions. In bureaucracies there tends to be a strictly
delimited system of delegation down these hierarchies whereby an employee
is expected to use his discretion only within what the rules allow. The
bureaucratic approach is intended to provide organizational control
through ensuring a high degree of predictability in people’s behaviour. It is
also a means of trying to ensure that different clients or employees are
treated fairly through the application of general rules and procedures. The
problem is that rules are inflexible instruments of administration which
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enshrine experience of pastrather than present conditions, which cannotbe
readily adapted to suit individual needs, and which can become barriers
behind which it is tempting for the administrator to hide. There is always a
tension in the design of organizations between preserving control and
encouraging flexibility, and bureaucracy comes down heavily in favour of
the former. This is why bureacracy today has come under increasing attack
on the grounds of its inability to innovate, its demotivating effects on
employees and its secrecy. The search for alternative forms of organization
serves to remind us that bureaucracy is only one organizational design and
that other choices are available. The fundamental question is what form of
organization should be selected and on what basis? The following are some
of the decisions that have to be made.

1 Should jobs be broken down into narrow areas of work and responsibility,
so as to secure the benefits of specialization? Or should the degree of
specialization be kept to a minimum in order to simplify communication
and to offer members of the organization greater scope and responsibility in
their work? Another choice arising in the design of jobs concerns the extent
to which the people in them should be givendiscretion over how to organize
and perform their work.

2 Should the overall structure of an organization be ‘tall’ rather than ‘flat’ in
terms of its levels of management and spans of control? What are the
implications for communication, motivation and overhead costs of moving
towards one of these alternatives rather than the other?

3 Should jobs and departments be grouped together in a ‘functional’ way
according to the specialist expertise and interests that they share? Or should
they be grouped according to the different services and products that are
being offered, or the different geographical areas being served, or according
to yet another criterion? Can the advantages of two or more types of grouping
be secured through matrix or overlay arrangements?

4 Is it appropriate to aim for an intensive form of integration between the
different segments of an organization or not? What kind of integrative
mechanisms are there to choose from?

5 What approach should management take towards maintaining adequate
control over work done? Should it centralize or delegate decisions, and all or
only some decisions? Should a policy of extensive formalization be adopted
in which standing orders and written records are used for control purposes?
Should work be subject to close supervision? Can controlalso be assisted by
thedevelopment of acommon cultureand identity within the organization?
6 What considerations should be taken into account whendesigning reward
systems? How can these be made consistent with the generalapproach being
adopted towards organization?

When thinking about these organizational choices, it is not possible to
ignore the changes that are likely to be relevant over time. A number of
questions have to be posed, which place one’s analysis in a dynamic context.
These are:



The Contribution of Organization 9

7 What are the changing structural requirements posed by the strategic
development of an organization? What are the practical implications for the
planning of change that can be drawn from research into the relation be-
tween organizational design and performance?

8 The most significant source of organizational change and development
today lies in the rapid and widespread application of new technology. What
are the implications for organizational design of its use, and what design
choices are possible with new technology?

9 Finally, how might the need for a change in organization be recognized,
and what problems commonly arise with reorganization? How can these be
tackled and change implemented?

These are the main issues which managers face when thinking about the
design of their organization.* They constitute the subject matter of this
book. It is not possible to offer any precise answers to problems of organiz-
ation structure in abstraction from the particular institution we are talking
about, and from the conditions it is facing. As Drucker has also said in the
article cited, ‘organization is organic and unique to each individual business
or institution’. What one can do, however, is to provide the reader with a
constructive way of analysing his or her organizational problemsand to draw
attention to the kinds of alternatives he or she has available when designing a
structure.

A full consideration of structural design has to be informed by the objec-
tives which are selected for the organization. It is in this respect a political
rather thana purely technical question. If the governing body and members
ofanorganizationvalueits present culture and way of doing things, then the
preservation of these features will enter into the range of objectives of that
organization. In other words, it is not just a case of asking how appropriate a
structure is to do a job of co-ordination or control; itis also a matter of asking
who had the power to establish the structure the way it is and what advan-
tages do they secure from preserving it in that form? Structure, after all, also
embodies a particular distribution of control, power and rights within an
organization.

I wish to stress this point atan early stage because most of the literature on
organizational design treats it as a purely technical matter, a question of
adjusting structure to suit prevailing contingencies. These contingencies
are, of course, significant and they will be discussed shortly. A recognition
that organizational design should have regard to contingencies is important
in drawing attention to the need to select an appropriate structure and to
avoid the fallacy of thinking that there is any ‘best’ general model of adminis-
tration. My point is, however, that in reality this choice goes even further. It
incorporates the preferences which decision-makers and other influential
groups have for a particular approach to management, preferences which
are ultimately derived from their philosophies of mankind and/or their per-

*The term ‘manager’ is used in thisbook to denote anyone who has responsibility for the work
performance of others. Managers might themselves be responsible to bodies with quite dif-
ferent objectives such as a capitalist industrialist, the State or a workers’ council. They may also
have some latitude to pursue objectives of their own choosing.



10 Introduction

ceptions of self-interest. Consensus over such preferences and its embodi-
ment in an accepted culture can itself have a powerful positive motivating
effect, and this goes some way towards explaining a phenomenon discussed
in Chapter 8, whereby successful enterprises operating under similar con-
tingencies are found to utilize different types of organizational design.

The objectives selected for an organization are in principle translated into
a strategy. Strategy refers to the policies and plansthrough which a manage-
ment chooses to realize the objectives it has set (or has been given) for its
organization, under conditions where policiescarryadegree of risk (because
of uncertainty and the cost of failure), and where the range of viable policies
may be constrained by dependence on the support of other organizations.
The policies that are implemented over the course of time will determine
the tasks an organization performs, its areas of location, the diversity of its
activities and the kind of people it seeks to employ. The level of success
attained by the organization will determine its growth and its accumulation
of resources and standing. Accumulation will in turn reduce risk and depen-
dence, and so relax constraints on the future choice of policy. The reverse
process will attend failing performance. Dynamic processes such as these
generate changing contingencies for the design of organization structure
(see Child and Kieser 1981). Decisions on structure are, however, major
items of policy in themselves which may in practice have to be weighed
against other strategic considerations. For example, in many contemporary
societies the design of organization has to satisfy political expectations such
as those embodied in demands for the extension of participation. Neverthe-
less, the impact of existing contingencies upon structure is substantial
enough, and warrants some consideration at this point.

Structural contingencies

Decisions to follow a particular policy usually have some direct implications
fororganizationaldesign. For example, if primacy isgiven in a business com-
pany to a policy of growth via acquisition then the experience of American
firms indicates that the establishment of specialized acquisitions teams is
normally required to carry out a thorough search for an evaluation of oppor-
tunities. If greater emphasis comes to be placed upon cost reduction and
cash budgeting in order to improve profitability and use of funds, then an
elaboration of financial control procedures and an expansion of financial
departments may logically follow. The success with which policies have been
achieved will contribute to the amount of surplus resources (‘slack’) avail-
able to an institution, or conversely to the degree of pressure its manage-
ment feelsitself to be under. A pressure situation almost invariably leads toa
greater centralization of decision-making, as well as to reductions in the
scale of some activities which may in turn reduce numbers of departments
and the level of specialization within the organization.

The overall size of an organization has been shown in many research sur-
veys to be closely associated with the type of structure adopted, particularly
in the range up to about 3,000 employees. Institutions in many fields of busi-
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ness, publicservices, trade unionism and so forth have grown steadily larger,
with the aim of expanding their field of activity, taking advantage of
economies of large-scale operation and supporting the overheads of advanced
research and development or a wider range of specialist support services. As
the numbers employed in an organization grow so does its complexity. The
number of levels of management increases, bringing additional problems of
delegation and control at each level. The increase in size makes it
economically possible to utilize specialist support services, which must be
slotted into the organization structure. The spread of separate groups and
departments across the organization also increases with growth. Additional
procedures are then required for co-ordination and communication be-
tween these different units, while the contribution of new specialists has to
be integrated with the activities of line management.

Size in these ways has very significant implications for organizational
design, a theme which will be illustrated at many points later on. It createsso
many administrative and behavioural problems that many organizations are
divided into semi-autonomous units upon reaching a certain scale,
especially if this coincides with diversification into different fields of
activity. Hence, the relative impact of size on an organization’s structure
may in practice be progressively reduced beyond thisstage in its development.

Many large organizations, business companies in particular, have diver-
sified their activities into a number of distinct fields or industries. Large
companies will also quite often be selling and manufacturing in several dif-
ferentregions of the world. Diversification isan important means of growth,
through which firms move into expanding fieldsand avoid the constraints of
legislation that discourages over-concentration in any one industry. When
an organization’s operations in a new field have attained a certain maturity
and scale, it is normally appropriate for its structure to be divisionalized.
This permits suitable personnel and resources to be allocated specifically to
what is now a distinctive field of operation and for their activities to be
integrated closely around it. If the proportion of a company’s business in a
particular geographical area reaches a significant scale, then a similar logic
may justify the establishment of area divisions. Depending on the balance
between product and area diversification, area divisions may be an alter-
native to product divisions or may be established concomitantly with them.
Divisionalization is an organizational response to diversification, though it
is also encouraged by the growing administrative problems of large scale. As
divisions themselves grow large, and possibly diversified, pressures towards
further subdivision are activated both to achieve smaller units of manage-
ment and to reflect the distinctiveness of separate business areas.

Diversification extends the range of different environments in which an
organization operates. These environments may also vary in their charac-
teristics, especially the rate of change experienced in market and techno-
logical features, the rate at which they are expanding, types of competitive
pressure and the degree of dependence on other institutions. These factors
will serve to generate different levels of managerial uncertainty regarding
new developments to which the organization has to adapt. The greater its
dependence on other organizations for custom, supplies, governmental
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sanction or other necessary support, the more that uncertainty will be rein-
forced, because management’s ability to ignore new developments or to
control them will be correspondingly reduced. Uncertainty and dependence
together place a premium upon an organization’s capacity to secure and
rapidly disseminate intelligence about the outside world, and to operateina
flexible manner which permits any necessary reactions to new develop-
ments that have been forecast. For example, the conglomerate ITT, which
had been operating ina climate of chronicuncertainty about the future of its
telephone business in countries such as Allende’s Chile, felt it necessary to
build up a highly developed system of political intelligence in order to pro-
vide this capacity to anticipate and adapt. Environmental conditions have
important implications for the type of organization structure to be
adapted.

The kinds of environment in which an organization is operating deter-
mine the tasks and production it undertakes, and these have implications for
its structural design and choice of personnel. For example, a firm may be
operating in a high-technology science-based industry. It will have to give
special attention to organizing its research and development activities so as
to encourage inventiveness while also retaining control over expenditure
and commercial relevance. Seeking to utilize advanced technical knowledge,
it will probably employ a broad range of occupational specialists who must
be adequately co-ordinated. If a company can place its operations onto a
mass-produced basis, this will speak for a different form of production
organization thanif it happens to be producing for a small-batch or one-off
market. Much attention was paid in pioneering studies of organization to the
physical technology of production as a contingent influence on effective
organization, and the practical implications of these studies will be con-
sidered later on. By and large, the technology of an organization reflects the
kind of environment in which its management has chosen to operate. Some
complex technological processes may also only be available on an economic
basis to organizations which have attained a given size. Nowadays, the
application of microelectronic technology can significantly alter the
organization of information processing and office work, as well as the
general structure of employment.

The purpose of some institutions will reflect the nature of their member-
ship. This is obviously true of a voluntary association like a trade union. The
character of other institutions such as hospitals or universities will attract
certain types of employees, most notably in these cases staff who expect to
work to their own professional standards free from close administrative con-
trol. A science-based company will employ a significant body of scientists
who similarly are likely to have strong preferences about how they wish to
work. The proportion of the total working population accounted for by pro-
fessional and highly trained personnel such as these is steadily rising. In con-
trast, a mass-production car assembly plant may attract semi-skilled workers
who place more emphasis on relatively high pay than on conditions of work.
These instances go to show that the kind of job designand working environ-
ment which is in tune with the expectations of an organization’s members
will vary according to who they are and why they have joined the institution.
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Both from a managerial viewpoint of securing motivation and a social view-
point of raising people’s quality of working life, the type of membership and
workforce an institution has provides a further important contingency to be
satisfied in the design of jobs, operating procedures, career opportunities and
so forth.

This brief discussion of structural contingencies permits three further
points to be made at the outset of this book. Thefirst point is that the attain-
ment of an organization’s objectives will be facilitated if two conditions are
satisfied: (a) the policies it adopts are realistic in the light of prevailing con-
ditions; and (b) its structure is designed to satisfy these policies. A simple
example can illustrate this point.

The management of a small company producing good quality and rather
expensive confectionery wished to expand out of its limited markets by sup-
plying a new low-price quality line to a chain store. This line would consist of
simply produced and wrapped sweets which were made from standard
ingredients and varied only in flavouring. The company proved unable to
supply the store at a sufficiently high rate of production, and it lost the
contract.

Its structure was such that it had a director in charge of quality control
(‘Technical Director’) as well as a director of production. Quality control
wasrigorously applied at various stages of production and towrapping. The
company was sufficiently small to mean that initial production of the new
line used existing mixing, boiling and other plant. Also no change was made
to quality control procedures or to the system of production control. Con-
siderable conflict arose between production management and quality con-
trol who attempted to apply the normal procedures to the new line,
including rules such as the placing of trays at certain distances from walls.
(The higher level of volume generated pressures on storage space.) Pro-
duction was seriously disrupted by batches being rejected or delayed, and by
batches of traditional products holding up those of the new. At this stage,
then, the company had not modified its structure to suit its new growth-
oriented policies.

At a later date the company was successful in securing and fulfilling
another high-volume contract. This time it revised its quality requirements
for the new line, held discussions between quality control and production
about the new operation and after a short while placed inspectors under the
day-to-day control of production management. It also set up a formal pro-
cedure whereby decisions on conflicting batch priorities were referred to
thesales manager as opposed to merely following traditional practice on the
sequencing of batches. The structure had now beenamended to support the
shift in objectives.

The second point is that contingencies such as environment, size, type of
work, and personnel employed are not the same in different divisions and
departments within an organization. Accounting tasks and the kind of per-
sonalities carrying them out are not very similar to research tasks and per-
sonnel. An electronics division of a conglomerate like ITT operates in quite
different conditions from its hotel chain. This means that within an insti-
tution one should expect to find variations in structure to suit its different
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parts. There is no merit in imposing a common form of structure on the
diverse sections of an organization. That would merely represent a mis-
placed sense of administrative tidiness. Structural diversity, however, does
mean that the integration of sections is a problem. As we see in Chapter 5,
the more an organization is internally differentiated, the more its manage-
ment will have to pay special regard to integrative mechanisms.

Thirdly, structural contingencies are themselves interrelated; for instance,
larger companies are generally the more diversified. The particular com-
bination of objectives and contingencies found in an organization gives ita
unique character. The set of contingencies which are peculiar to that
organization may also in some degree conflict, which poses a policy and
structural dilemma for its management. For instance, a firm which has based
its commercial success on standardized mass production employing
relatively cheap and low-skill labour may find it difficult to move into more
innovative and higher value-added products should market conditions
require this. In 1974 British local authorities were amalgamated in pursuit of
scale economies but this was at the expense of their ability to maintain close
involvement with local people.

The implication of thisis not that we shouldgive up any hope of designing
structures which will cope, or even forget about considering any general
guidelines at all. The unique character of an institution can be identified in
terms of component dimensions which can be compared with experience of
other organizations along the same dimensions. Managers in practice have
to take account of a multiplicity of details and attempt to reconcile the
pressures of conflicting contingencies. This reallymeans thatimprovements
in organizational design can only proceed through a process of organizational
development, which entails a painstaking working through of details with
the managers and employees concerned. As I wrote some years ago, the
guidelines which can be derived from our present knowledge will assist
managers in working through their organizational problems. ‘But, in the
present state of knowledge, this working through is necessary. Particular
cases have to be assessed, that is researched, virtually from scratch’ (Child
1970: 388). Thisis, of course, what managers often attempt todo by trialand
error. In many organizations today structures are constantly being adjusted,
partly as operating conditions and contingencies change, partly in response
to the changing balance of managerial politics.

Limitations to the contribution of structure

I have so far put forward the view that the design of organization structure
must make reference to a complexity of different requirements, and that it
cannot proceed on an « priori basis. At certain times one of those require-
ments may be given priority over the others, but it will not be fruitful to
ignore them completely. In this section, I shall mention some of the reasons
why structure, however well designed, can only be expected to make a
limited, though none the less significant, contribution to an organization’s
effectiveness. Effectiveness is first discussed in economic terms from the
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standpoint of the whole organization, and then from the standpoint of the
individual employee.

The performance of an organization is influenced by many factors apart
from its structure. For instance, an organization structure may be effective
in guiding people to perform the right tasks, in co-ordinating their efforts
and in processing information, but this will not be reflected in overall per-
formance if strategies are being followed that are not in tune with desired
objectives or prevailing circumstances. As Alfred P. Sloan, former President
and Chairman of General Motors, wrote: ‘An organization does not make
decisions; its function is only to provide a framework, based upon
established criteria, within which decisions can be fashioned in an orderly
manner’ (1967: 466). Nor can a mere structure of organization support an
appropriate pattern of behaviour if there is not the will or competence
among managers and employees to perform in that manner. If skills are lack-
ing or the climate of morale is bad, then an otherwise appropriate structure
will have relatively little effect.

Certain structural features can come to be regarded as ends in themselves,
whetheror not they contribute to ahigherlevel of performance. For example,
provisions to allow employees or their representatives to have a greater say
in decision-making were under serious discussion in Europe during the
1970s. The argument for these lies not so much in their possible contri-
bution to economic efficiency (which could nevertheless be quite real) as in
the way they can satisfy other aspirations. Family-controlled firms have
often been known to persevere with a centralized system of decision-making
long beyond the stage of growth at which delegation to non-family members
came to be required on grounds of effectiveness. Some organizations may
temper their pursuit of economic goals with social policies that cause their
organization structures to be other than the most efficient. I know of one
large group of companies in which a policy of plant rationalization coupled
with one of declaring few managerial redundancies led to extended
hierarchies within which surplus managers were lodged. These not only
embodied excess manpower costs but gave rise to communication problems.

Organization structure cannot be expected to resolve political problems
within an institution. There are deep-seated conflicts in many fields about
the legitimate objectives of institutions, and concerning the correctness of
the methods by which they are run. If objectives are in dispute between
managers and employees, managers and groups outside the organization or
between managers themselves, a formal structure cannot of itself resolve
these differences in a way that integrates people’s actions in an effective
manner. At best, it can be designed to provide mechanisms, such as dis-
cussion meetings, which bring conflicts into the open and so offer some
chance of reconciling them. In fact, when the ownership of an organization
or the objectives that are being pursued are not regarded as legitimate by its
employees or members, the structure will probably come to be regarded asa
means of repressive or exploitative control and hence something to be resisted
and even sabotaged.

Structure itself of ten becomes victim to politics, and indeed it will not be
allowed to operate effectively if it does not reflect political forces within the
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organization. A department, for instance, will tend to ignore a restrictive
procedure if it has the power to do so. Political ambitions are frequently a
driving force behind structural changes. A few years ago a major programme
of organizational development was initiated in a division of a large British
company partly because a newly appointed production manager felt he was
not occupying a viable job and wished to make his mark in time to succeed
the divisional director who was due to retire eighteen months later. The
development involved the regrouping of various functional support
activities under his command.

Wider political and social forces in societies as a whole also limit the
choice and operation of organizational structures. This is very clear in the
case of state enterprises in both socialist and capitalist economies and of
public service departments as well. Here the form of structure is to some
degree imposed as a political rather than a purely managerial decision. The
question of culture isalso relevant, since it may heavily influence whatkinds
of structures are regarded as legitimate. Ideas about organization developed
in the United States or Britain may not be wholly appropriate for, say, a
traditional Islamic country. In the latter case a highly formalized structure
emphasizing vertical authority relationships might most closely fit the society’s
customs and social precepts and thus be considered appropriate for any
operational environment, while in the West such a structure does not have
deep cultural roots and would not necessarily be recommended, certainly
not for an organization engaged in high technology or operating under
rapidly changing market conditions. Culture may determine the repertoire
of organizational choices which are socially acceptable or comfortable.

It is important therefore to find ways of shaping structures in ways that
accord with changing views on the correct manner of conducting relation-
ships at work. In the West, traditional norms of authority have been
challenged from many quartersand effective structures of organization have
to be adapted accordingly. Whether in fact the organization of any units
above the primary group size can be designed in such a way as completely to
eliminate formal authority relationships is a moot point. Therein probably
lies an inevitable source of conflict between managers and others, which is
heightened by contemporary western notions of the freedom and responsi-
bility necessary to the achievement of personal fulfilment. Organization
structure in this respect will always appear potentially coercive to
employees. In business firms and other institutions where there is a cash
nexus with their members this coercion of formalized authority will be rein-
forced by economic conflicts of interest. Organizational designand develop-
ment can only help to resolve this conflict with the individual to a limited
extent, by exploring more satisfactory means of reconciling the different
interests involved.

Plan of the book

InPartII, six chapters examine different organizational choices in turn. The
choice of structural alternatives is discussed in the light of relevant con-
tingencies. Much of the research literature on organization divides up the
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field in terms of these contingencies, since to a large extent they define the
different academic interests involved. From a practitione