Lecture Notes: Managing Structure

Introduction

The structuring of organizational activity is as old as organizational activity itself. The Roman Empire developed a well-disciplined and organized army and evolved a hierarchical system of public administration, based on caesars, prefects, vicars and governors, a system later taken over by the Church when the Empire collapsed. The notion of the structure of an organization also clearly resonates with geometric and particularly architectural notions and there are obviously enduring links between the physical structure of an organization, the way in which its buildings are arranged, and the organizational structure which seeks to govern the relationships between those employees who inhabit these buildings. But the latter does not flow automatically from the former. Chapter four of the text attempts to answer the following question: How are organizational structures conceived and what are their consequences? It does so by:

· Examining the work of what might be termed, the father figures of modern organizational structuring: Henri Fayol and Max Weber, focusing upon the latter’s pioneering work on the nature of bureaucracy, which has arguably had a much more significant, if often unacknowledged, impact on the structuring of modern organizations.

· Outlining work that has attempted to produce integrative structures of organization in order to overcome some of the problems of rigidity associated with traditional structure.

· Describing contributions that attempt to account for structure via contingencies of the firm and its environment. 

· Interrogating the re-assertion of a ‘one-best’ structure approach and its combination with calls for de-bureaucratization in the excellence movement of the 1980s.

· Considering the very real difficulties we have in seeing of a truly non-hierarchical organizational structure.

· Highlighting the gender dimension of (bureaucratic) structure. 

· And finally, reasserting the virtue of bureaucratic structuring for certain purposes in the face of the sustained assault it has received in recent years.

Early approaches to structuring organizations and the dimensions of structure
According to Henri Fayol (1841–1925), the French mining engineer generally regarded as the founder of classical management theory, organizing referred to ‘the building up of the structure, material and human, of the undertaking’ and related to this, coordinating referred to ‘binding together, unifying and harmonising all activity and effort’ (Pugh and Hickson 1989: 86). The main organizational building block is the division of labour. Arising out of the division of labour are the organizing concepts of span of control (which is defined as the number of positions that can be satisfactorily coordinated by one person), chain of command (or to use Fayol’s term, scalar chain - the linking together of employees into spans of control by supervisors coordinated by spans of control at a higher level and the network of reporting relationships that flows from this
) and centralization/ decentralization. Job specialization, departmentalization and divisionalization are major aspects of the division of labour. Job specialization has three major advantages:

· efficiency, through job holders developing expertise in a narrow range of tasks

· control of employees, through the precise definition of tasks and responsibilities

· ease of training and replacement of employees.

On the other hand, the disadvantages of job specialization are:

· boredom and lack of motivation through task repetition

· difficulty in replacing highly skilled specialists

· lack of organizational flexibility, that is, workers unable or unwilling to act outside their areas of specialization

· unresponsiveness to situations of environmental change because of reluctance or inability of employees to work outside an area of specialization (that is, trained incapacity)

· lack of appreciation of the total job, product or service.
Basically, there are two broad types of departmentalization used in business operations: functional/process and market. Functional departmentalization is based on business functions such as marketing, production or accounting. A variation is departmentation based on the processes through which products pass during manufacture, for example casting, moulding and finishing. Market departmentalization focuses more on the needs of the user. There are three types of market departmentalization: product, client and location. The functional/process form is very widely used and encourages a high level of skill and knowledge development within the particular functions or processes. However, it may lead an organization to be unresponsive to market (customer) needs. Market oriented structures, however, are much more likely to be responsive to client or regional needs but may not develop the specialist expertise to be found in functional structures. An aspect of departmentalization is the distinction between line and staff functions. Line functions are those which carry out the primary purpose of the business; staff functions are ancillary to these. 

Divisionalization represents a still higher level of the principle of departmentation. A division consists of a whole group of departments or units related to a product, service or market. Divisionalization frequently arises as a result of takeovers or amalgamations and the divisional form is also known as the conglomerate. The advantages of divisionalization are that it:

· provides accountability and focus on outcomes within the division which operates as a small company

· frees corporate headquarters from the concern of day-to-day operations

· provides an excellent training ground for general managers through divisional autonomy

· encourages the accumulation of technical and production expertise

· means that poorly performing divisions can be lopped off with minimum disruption to the organization

· allows ‘buying’ or sharing services and resources

· allows better alignment with market characteristics.
Problems or weaknesses of the divisional form are also numerous:

· duplication of resources between head office and the division (for example both have marketing and production departments) which increases costs and makes it difficult to locate the source of poor performance (for example was it a head office decision or a divisional one that caused a major failure?)

· divisions become highly competitive for corporate resources, and poor results can be posted in order to secure more resources at the expense of other apparently efficient divisions 

· autonomy is exercised within constraints, for example uniform policies and procedures approved by head office usually apply to divisions. Sometimes these policies can affect a division’s performance, for example the  purchase of raw materials from a particular supplier and so on. Information systems,bonus schemes etc. are also controlled by head office

· divisions create coordination problems because they rarely cooperate and often compete with each other if they are in the same industry. The extent of autonomy between divisions raises serious problems because economies of scale or joint ventures can be affected by rampant competition among divisional staff and managers

· divisions can often lose sight of corporate goals and formulate their own.
Organizations which maintain tight control of authority at or near the top of the organization are said to be centralized. Those which delegate decision making closer to where the work is performed are said to be decentralized. Centralized organizations are deemed to have the following advantages:

· greater overall control and hence more consistency in policy implementation

· greater expertise and hence better decisions

· benefits of economies of scale and hence a saving in equipment and labour costs.

Decentralization has been deemed to have the following advantages:

· it enables decisions to be made closer to where the work is performed, which may mean better and quicker decisions

· it provides opportunities for training and development

· it is likely to be more motivational

· there is greater responsiveness to environmental change.
Weber and bureaucracy
The other dominant father figure when considering the structuring of organization is Max Weber who conducted extensive studies on the emergence of bureaucracy. Bureaucracies affect everyone for even though managers might experiment with other forms of structure, it is generally difficult to eliminate bureaucratic tendencies. Whilst not prescribing bureaucracy, Weber did recognize it as a technically efficient device for relating organization means to ends. Weber, on the basis of his observations of the changing shape of the Prussian Church, army and Civil Service, delineated the bureaucratic, formalized organization from other types and noted the way in which each type was associated with a different sort of belief system, which acted to legitimate its imperatives. Weber uses the term legitimate order to describe how the exercise of authority is based on groups’ or individuals’ beliefs that commands or orders are binding on them and identified three organizational types, which he differentiated on the basis of the type of authority that was being exercised in them.
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Weber used an ideal type construct, a device used to identify the salient characteristics of social phenomena, to analyze the emergence of the bureaucratic form of organization. Weber stated that a pure form of bureaucracy would not be found in real life, that the totality of characteristics would not always be present in a specific case, for the idealization of the type is a set of ideas which useful for identification and sensitizing purposes, the logical end point of a set of identifiable tendencies, not an accurate description of an existing form. There are thus three key ways to treat Weber’s works on bureaucracy: as a benchmark by which to judge the development of modern organizations; as an explanation for social change suggesting all organizations undergo some form of bureaucratization; and as a way of identifying the problems of modern, large organizations. 
Weber went to great lengths to outline the rules of conduct and the procedures that would lend legitimacy to the position of officials in bureaucracies. They may be summarized as:

1. Recruitment based on ability and technical knowledge. The selection criteria must be objective, with each position carrying appropriate rewards based on merit and seniority.

2. The selection and attainment of a position is based on a free contractual relationship; no one can be forced or coerced into membership.

3. Members are personally free (are not ‘owned’ by the bureaucracy) and only subject to legal contractual obligations in relation to their specified duties.

4. Salaries must be fixed and retirement pensions provided so that those who devote themselves to the organization are rewarded for loyalty and service (that is, for sole, lifelong employment).

5. The scope for termination of an employee is limited, although he or she is free to resign at will.

6. A member’s work in the bureaucracy forms his or her main occupation and career.

7. A member cannot personally own or have a property interest in the organization.

8. Strict discipline and conduct is required in one’s position. There is a code of conduct.

9. There is a career path and opportunities for promotion, and movement up the hierarchy through gaining qualifications or training.

For Weber, it is not the number of rules that make an organization more or less bureaucratic, but rather the extent to which these are based on objective principles of calculation or scientific/technical know-how. Weber saw the spread of bureaucracy as neither evolutionary nor totally predictable. He believed that the continual growth and incorporation of all levels of society into the bureaucratic form (the growth of the characteristics identified under the ideal type) would lead to the bureaucratization and rationalization of society. 

Dysfunctions of bureaucracy

Myriad negative or dysfunctional aspects of bureaucratic organizations are well known and are summarized below (Byrt 1973: 60): MANAGING STRUCTURE

1. Minimal acceptable, or get-by performance

2. Rigidity of behaviour and inadequate search for alternative courses of action

3. Defensiveness and/or aggression on the part of groups towards superiors, other groups, and clients

4. Overemphasis on operational or measurable objectives

5. Cynicism, dissatisfaction and pessimism towards the organization on the part of its members

6. The taking of decisions at a point remote from the work situation

7. Weakening of the formal lines of authority, with concentration of power at the top

8. Strong resistance to change

9. The development of the informal organization

10. Overconformity in behaviour

11. Parkinson’s law: work expands to fill the time available for its completion

12. The Peter Principle: in a hierarchy every employee tends to rise to the level of his or her incompetence.

Integrative Structures

Attempts to deal with potential problems or areas of difficulty with traditional structures and particularly the bureaucratic form have led to the development of integrative or mixed structures such as committees, task forces and matrix structures. The committee is a time-hallowed method of attempting coordination between disparate areas of work, improving communication and achieving consensus. Task forces or project teams are really temporary committees with responsibility for the investigation, recommendation and perhaps resolution of a problem or problems affecting a number of subunits. Matrix structures aim at handling more effectively situations where a regular intermeshing occurs between two or more lines of accountability, for example where workers have dual accountability both to a project leader for a specific project and a functional or process head in relation to a function or process.
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Figure 4.2 Simplified matrix structure




The claimed advantages of matrix structures are:

· flexibility in both the use of people and material resources

· relatively easy to expand to take on other projects

· encouragement of interdisciplinary/functional cooperation

· excellent training ground.

The potential disadvantages are:

· weakening of accountability through duality of command
· possibility of role conflict among members because of duality of command

· matrix members may lose their career paths in the mainstream.
Contingency factors in organizational design
The contingency approach argues that the structure of an organization is influenced by certain contingencies, or situational factors, with the most commonly identified ones in this literature being technology, size and environment. An appropriate structure is one which ‘fits’ the demands of these contingencies. The main ideas behind contingency theory are:

· There is no single or universal ‘one best way’ to design an organization.

· The specific design of the organization and/or its subsystems must ‘fit’ its environment.

· The better the ‘fit’ between the subsystems of an organization, and between the organization and the environment, the more effective the organization.

· The needs of organizational members are better satisfied when the organization is properly designed and the management style is appropriate to the requirements of the tasks and the maturity of the work group.
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TECHNOLOGY (Mintzberg 1979: 249-66)

1. Highly regulatory technologies, which make
work routine and predictable, will tend to
encourage formalized structures and
bureaucracy.

2. Mass production technologies tend to be
associated with ‘flat’ structures.

3. Process technologies encourage ‘tall
structures.

4. The more sophisticated the technical system,
the more elaborate the administrative structure.
Specifically, there is likely to be a higher
proportion of professional staff, greater
decentralization of decision making and greater
use of liaison devices, for example committees.

5. Automation of technologies creates possibilities
for more organic structures by the elimination of
routine jobs and supervisory levels, and as a
result of the increasing proportion of
professionals.

SIZE (Mintzberg 1979: 227-48)

With increasing size (more employees), the following
are likely to occur:

1. Jobs become more specialized.

2. Unit size and spans of control increase (partly a
function of increasing job specialization).

3. Behaviour and structure become more
formalized.

4. Problems of red tape and communication
breakdown become more apparent.
5. There is decentralization.

ENVIRONMENTS (Mintzberg 1979: 267-87)

1. The more dynamic the environment, the more
organic the structure.

2. The more complex the environment, the more
decentralized the structure.

3. The more diversified the organisation's markets,
the greater the propensity to split into market-
based units.

4. Extreme hostility in its environment drives an
organization to centralize its structure
temporarily.

5. The greater the external control of the
organization, the more centralized and
formalized its structure.





Contingency theory has been widely criticized. Managers are not obliged to implement particular technologies or adopt any special kind of structure in relation to that technology (Child 1972: 1–22). Whilst Weick (1979) argues that organizations through their managers ‘enact’ their environments, that is, environments are to some extent a creation of the markets that managers choose to influence. More generally, contingency theory tends to reify organizations (and indeed environments), that is, give them a ‘life’ or existence independent of organizational participants and organizing processes. It is best to regard the contingency propositions outlined above as tendencies or ‘pulls’, not inevitabilities.
Organizational excellence

Following the shocks of the oil crises of the 1970s, there seemed a general feeling abroad that from now on all environments were turbulent and that this turbulence had to be responded to with increased flexibility and innovation on the part of organizations. This curious re-emergence of a subtly transformed ‘one best way’ philosophy may be associated with the ‘excellence’ literature that stemmed from Tom Peters and Robert Waterman’s best-selling book In Search of Excellence (1982). In many cases it would seem that the so-called excellent companies studied had not so much dispensed with rigidity as moved that rigidity from the structural to the cultural realm. And although the rather thin structures of excellence seemingly aimed at encouraging entrepreneurship at all levels, the extent to which all can behave entrepreneurially, while an organization persists, is questionable. Indeed if loosening of structure in excellent companies is something of a distraction, due to the control that the structure used to deliver is now being offered by the ‘strong’ culture of the organization, then the nature of cultural in such companies would seem to remain antithetical to the independence of spirit characteristic of genuine entrepreneurs. Perhaps this explains in part why, of the 43 companies identified by Peters and Waterman as ‘excellent’, only 14 were subsequently discussed in the book (Soeters 1986: 299–303), whilst some are no longer regarded as such. Nevertheless Peters and Waterman’s structural principles have provided the basis for what has become known as radical decentralization.

Radical decentralization?
Radical decentralization aims at creating flatter structures for the purpose of improving communication, human cooperation and responsiveness to the environment. In divisionalized structures it goes beyond ordinary decentralization to the extent of devolving corporate functions such as personnel/human resource management, marketing, computing services and aspects of strategic planning to operational divisions. Corporate structures contract to little more than a small executive body. Transformational leadership, envisioning and empowering are seen as the main means of bringing about the change of climate seemingly necessary to allow the emergence of radical decentralization.  Mintzberg (1983b) borrowed Toffler’s (1970) term adhocracy to describe what he saw as the increasing use of an almost unstructured structure, to enable sophisticated innovation in organizational activity and its outputs. However, one could legitimately ask how radical such ‘radical’ changes really are. For, as Mintzberg himself notes (1983b: 265, emphasis added):

the Administrative Adhocracy structures itself as a system of work constellations, each located at the level of the hierarchy commensurate with the kinds of functional decisions it must make.

And whilst hierarchial structuring and its associated centering, however minimalist, remain, they remain about control and distinction, about allowing the few to decide for the many, whether what they decide are the detailed rules (as in a typical bureaucracy) or the core values of the culture (as in an empowered ‘adhocracy’).  Arrangements other than this do exist in the world around us, but we have to look hard to find them. As Ricardo Blaug (1999) in particular has noted, because such arrangements and their associated actions seem somehow disorganized, they are very difficult to see. He contends that when we bother to pay attention to ‘anti-institutional, non-hierarchical forms of organization, at radical, local, grassroots … groups’, along with other ‘spontaneous’ forms of ‘micropolitics’, what we tend to see is not effective organization, but rather ‘parochialism, irrelevance and idealism’. This form of organizational structuring and the action it gives rise to, or perhaps better, organization in the absence of structure or coordination in the absence of organization, which Blaug sees as generally invisible to us as organization, he terms, following Deleuze and Guattari (1987), rhizomatic. Examples provided by Blaug of these phenomena include the mass mobilizations that brought down the puppet regimes of Eastern Europe at the end of the 1980s, the success of guerilla forces against seemingly stronger states in a number of twentieth century wars and the French Revolution. These examples alert us to the fact that rhizomatic action can indeed be very effective, for its dispersed nature enables the exploitation of local knowledge, and quickly, without the need to wait for the say so of any centre. But it is also effective because it is a form of action that feels liberating, tremendous energy can be released as the alienating nature of (imposed) structure is overcome. This energy and effectiveness is clearly akin to the commitment, flexibility and excellence sought by management gurus. But unfortunately for these gurus rhizomatic action, truly radical decentralization and destructuring, remains the preserve of resistance, not power. And whilst it is clear that ‘rhizomatic action can coordinate’, ‘it cannot run states’ (Blaug, 1999: 51) or, indeed, large capitalist organizations. It can certainly organize, but it cannot manage the predictability and hierarchical control that executives and financial markets demand.
Gender and the structure of organizations
Feminist scholars of organization have found it relatively easy to unmask the gendered nature of organizational structuring, particularly that form of structuring that derives from bureaucratic principles. In its fixation upon control and its fetishization of rationality, they see a form of organization that is perhaps best described as ‘a structural manifestation of male domination’ (Ashcraft 2001: 1302). The defining features of the bureaucratic form – rationality, professionalism, the exclusion of emotionality, the suppression of private needs and the legitimation of hierarchy – are all intensely masculine. They reflect and privilege the imperatives of control and order over the private, sexual, intimate and unpredictable aspects of life. Neverthless, it must be noted that despite the best efforts of masculinization, the feminine is always likely to exist within organizations, for rules alone can never get the job done. Management is a relational business and intimacy is required to oil the wheels of the bureaucratic machine.

The indictment of traditional forms of organization as masculinist has predictably led feminist scholars to seek out organizational forms and structures that are better able to promote real rather than superficial empowerment. As Karen Lee Ashcraft (2001: 1302) notes:

Typically, feminist organization is found in women-centred missions, feminist healthcare agencies, rape crisis centres, domestic violence shelters, bookstores, banks and other smaller non- and for-profit organizations.

Unfortunately however, such organizations tend to suffer much the same fate as the rhizomatic ones discussed by Blaug (1999). They are either not seen at all by mainstream organization theorists and practising managers or are seen as some sort of quaint, inefficient experiment, reactions which clearly reflect the dominance of the masculinist approach to organizations. Alternatives appear, when they appear at all, as somehow deficient or inadequate, not quite up to the job. And indeed, this latter view is not without some empirical support, for many feminist organizations do seem to have some difficulty in persisting over time. Of course, this is partly because they receive less support than more ‘normal’ arrangements and consequently must endlessly struggle to maintain the flow of resources upon which they depend. They may also change radically in form in the course of their existence, as an organization, formed to meet a particular set of concerns, splits to form two new organizations dealing with particular aspects of these concerns, or as original staff move on to other projects. But these reasons alone might not be enough to account for why feminist organizations do not seem to have the same persistence as bureaucracies. As Linda Putnam (1997: 131) has observed, while feminist organizations clearly do ‘differ from bureaucratic structures, the verdict is still out’ as to whether they constitute viable, ‘genuine alternatives’. The viability of such organizational forms seems to be threatened by the contradictions between the ideals they seek to embody and the demands of practice – practice that must be conducted in a world in which they must interact and often compete with masculinist modes of organization that may indeed be more ‘efficient’, in a narrow sense. Rather than giving up entirely on the laudable ends of feminist organizational structuring, some practitioners and scholars have content themselves with constructing and conceiving of organizations that can partially further feminist aims but are ‘not premised on a principled hostility to all aspects of bureaucracy or market exchange’ (Sirianni 1984: 484). One such form is the somewhat strange notion of the ‘feminist bureaucracy’ (Ashcraft 2001). Such hybrids try to live with the complexities and ironies of the pursuit of ideals in an imperfect world.
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In defence of bureaucracy

Much of the preceding material has been critical of bureaucratic structuring, but in some cases bureaucratic organization has been unfairly caricatured. This caricaturing is most obvious in the work of Peters and Waterman (1982) and their derivatives. As Paul du Gay (1994), most prominently has noted, the entrepreneurial view of structure propagated by the excellence school, and the simultaneous denigration of the bureaucratic model, views our new ‘environments’ and our seemingly necessary responses to them as ‘cause for celebration’ since they offer ‘hopeful ways of living with difference and promoting pluralism in contrast to the bureaucratic practice of excluding or nullifying difference and suppressing pluralism’ (du Gay 1994: 125). In contrast to this view, du Gay contends that the entrepreneurialist model and its extension to many areas of modern life, including huge tranches of the public sector, represents a ‘colossal immodesty’, in which a form of organization that may be appropriate for certain businesses in certain circumstances is seen to be the only legitimate mode of structuring organized life. To make his argument, du Gay draws upon Michael Walzer’s (1984) conception of the liberal ‘art of separation’. Walzer suggests that in any complex modern society, the idea of ‘simple equality’ – where everybody gets the same amount of the same things in the same forms – is not only undesirable, it is also not achievable. It would require excessive constraints being placed upon individual liberty and would unduly constrict change and innovation; it would produce a static and rather tedious world. In its place, Walzer advocates a ‘complex equality’ (1983: 8–9) in which ‘different goods are distributed for different reasons, in accordance with different procedures, by different agents and all these differences derive from different understandings of the social goods themselves’ (du Gay 1994: 128). For example, while we might believe that luxury goods should be allocated on the basis of one’s ability to pay for them, we might also believe that higher educational opportunity ought to be distributed on the basis of ability.

According to Walzer and indeed du Gay, the way to defend pluralism is not, therefore, to ensure that everything gets allocated by a market, in the name of its sovereign consumer, to whom all other activities must be in thrall. Rather, we should ‘vigilantly patrol the borders between different distributive spheres’ (du Gay 1994: 128) to ensure that success or worthiness in one sphere is not illicitly or automatically converted to success or worthiness in another. If we do not engage in such patrolling, then it is likely that only economic interests will be respected, which seems a curious thing to do if what one wants to do is defend, maintain and enhance pluralism and difference. For such patrolling to be possible, and the different forms of justice that each sphere demands to be defended, strong impartial administration is required. To do this, structure needs to be maintained and the distinctions between public and private supported rather than broken down. This will mean accepting some hierarchy, inequality, domination and subordination, in order to ensure that the systems of administration of social life as a whole can function adequately to safeguard the rights of all and not only those who meet market demands. In short, du Gay suggests that the circumstances under which bureaucracy was an appropriate form of organization have not disappeared entirely, nor are they likely to in any future in which the legitimacy of power is, at least in part, determined by factors other than one’s ability to serve a market. The ethos of office, so carefully articulated by Weber as involving the ability and will to act in the way demanded by the office and not according to one’s ‘private political, moral, regional and other commitments’ (du Gay 1994: 141), should not be regarded as obsolete. 

Bureaucracy has its place and its role in that place should be stoutly defended. That place is outside the market and its rules and prerogatives, regulating it and smoothing its greater excesses. It is the realm of public administration in which a little ‘economic inefficiency’ might be seen as a small price to pay for the maintenance of ‘impartiality, complex equality’ and ‘pluralism’ (du Gay 1994: 144). Certain bureaucracies should clearly be made more responsive to the publics they should seek to serve, of that there is little doubt. But if we extend this argument to all examples of the bureaucratic form, we lose more than we gain. For while the free market may be dynamic and energizing and encourage commitment to customer service, when its rules and moralities dominate everything, it becomes tyrannical like any other actor to whom no checks and balances apply. Both bureaucratic and entrepreneurial organizations are essential if our demands as both consumers and citizens are to be heard, let alone met.

� Management levels in the organization are referred to as the hierarchy. The combination of spans of control and number of levels in the hierarchy determine the final shape of the organizational pyramid. An organization with narrow spans of control and many levels in the hierarchy will be a tall structure. An organization with wide spans of control and few levels in the hierarchy will be a flat one








