10-1. If I'm a lower-level manager, what kinds of organizing will I be doing?
The organizing decisions that lower-level managers make tend to be concerned with the design of specific jobs. Should a job be done by individuals or teams? What tasks need to be completed? What's the best way of completing these tasks? Who in the given department is best qualified for doing the tasks?

Lower-level managers are increasingly be asked to participate in decisions that effect the structure above them. This has come about as part of the empowerment movement. So, for example, a department supervisor might be on a committee involved with reorganizing her division. For the most part, however, lower-level managers tend to address job-design issues.

10-2. Do teams undermine work specialization?
Work specialization can be done by teams as well as individuals. So don't assume that because a team is working on an activity, that that activity must automatically be complex and diverse. Teams can do specialized, repetitive and routine activities too.

10-3. What's the most effective span of control?
The most effective span of control depends on a number of contingency factors. These would include the type of job being done (for instance, is it routine or not?), The amount of training and experience workers have, the degree of formalization, and the presence or absence of supportive colleagues.

Consider two extreme cases. In one situation, employees in the department are doing routine tasks; they've all been doing them for years; there are specific rules and regulations to govern their jobs, and department members help each other out with problems. The supervisor in this department might be able to directly oversee 20 or 25 people.

Now consider another case. This department is made up of mostly new employees with little experience. The jobs are complicated. The company doesn't have many formal rules or regulations. And there are no manuals to go to when employees have a problem. Moreover, workers tend to be standoffish with each other. In such a situation, a supervisor might not be able to handle more than 4 or 5 employees.

The fact that organizations are giving managers wider spans nowadays is largely made possible by hiring people with better skills and providing these employees with increased training.

10-4. What's the pros and cons of high formalization?
High formalization reduces the need for tight supervision or a strong culture. The rules and regulations provide employees with guidance in how they should behave. High formalization also allows organizations to hire less qualified and less costly applicants. A 500-page manual, for instance, can substitute for education or experience. A company might, for example, be able to hire an accountant with only an associates degree if there is a detailed accounting manual available to provide direction. Without this manual, to get the same quality of decisions, the organization might have to hire someone with a masters and a CPA.

On the downside, high formalization is costly to create and can demoralize workers who desire autonomy and decision discretion. Bright and well-educated employees are not likely to stay very long in a job where there's a detailed job description, lots of rules and regulations, and detailed procedures for doing tasks.

10-5. Has the bureaucracy become obsolete?
To paraphrase Mark Twain, the rumors of bureaucracy's death are highly exaggerated.

Large organizations have become more adaptive in recent years. But they're still a lot of organizations out there that are bureaucracies. They rely on specialization, high formalization, narrow spans of control, and decision making that follows the chain of command.

Are these organizations as bureaucratic as they used to be? For most part, no! They're using more teams, wider spans of control, and more employee empowerment. But bureaucracies will continue to thrive where organizations are large, technologies are relatively routine, and the environment is relatively stable. Under such conditions, bureaucracies are the most efficient Organization Design.

10-6. Does specialization, formalization, and narrow spans of control encourage or discourage organizational politics?
High specialization tends to increase politics. It creates separate fiefdoms that people try to protect. High formalization tends to reduce politics. Rules and regulations make self-serving practices more visible and, hence, less likely. Narrow spans of control probably discourage politics. Managers have closer contact with employees and so they are likely to have a clearer and more accurate picture of employee performance. This makes it harder for people to act politically and to promote their self-interest.

10-7. Are authority and power the same thing?
Authority is actually a subset of power. Power is the larger concept. It covers all forms of influence. Authority refers only to rights that are inherent in a formal position. So, for example, all managerial positions come with a degree of authority. But you don't have to be a manager to have power. If you have something that others want and which you control, you have power over them. If people look up to you, admire your expertise and accomplishments, and thus are willing to follow your directives, you have power over them. In today's organizations, a lot of technical specialists have power, not because they have managerial authority, but because they have an expertise that others need.

10-8. When is an organic structure best? When is a mechanistic structure best?
Organic structures tend to work best with smaller organizations, innovative strategies, nonroutine technologies, and a dynamic environment.

Mechanistic structures work well in large organizations, pursuing cost-minimization strategies, using routine technologies, and facing stable environments.

I like to use the analogy of a Ford Taurus and a 4-wheel drive Jeep. The Taurus is the mechanistic structure and the jeep is the organic. When the roads are wide, flat and predictable, the Taurus does the best job. It gives you a great ride. But when the pavement disappears and you're on some bumpy backroad, you need something more agile than a Taurus. You'd do better in the jeep. While the Taurus is poorly matched to off-road conditions, the jeep is inefficient and gives a far less effective ride on the highway. In the same way, the mechanistic structure does well on smooth and predictable highways; while the jeep is best in situations that require agility and flexibility.

10-9. What's the Contingency Approach to Organization Design?
The Contingency Approach to Organization Design is simply this. Managers have choices about which organization structure to implement. At the extreme, they can choose between mechanistic and organic forms. Which one they select depends on 4 contingency variables: strategy, size, technology, and environmental uncertainty. Mechanistic structures are better matched to cost-minimization strategies, large size, routine technology, and a stable environment. Organic structures work best with innovative strategies, small size, nonroutine technologies, and a dynamic environment.

One of the major reasons for the recent movement toward more organic organizations-or at least the addition of organic elements to mechanistic structures-is the increase in environmental uncertainty. To better respond, for example, to global competition, companies need greater flexibility. The organic structure offers that.

10-10. Doesn't a matrix structure cause more problems than it solves?
The matrix structure has its problems. Foremost on that list would be the ambiguity and conflict that can result from breaking the unity of command. But managers use matrix structures because they find that the pluses offset the minuses. The matrix's ability to provide both functional specialization and project accountability can more than overcome its problems.

10-11. Would a team-based structure still have departments?
In a pure team-based structure, there probably wouldn't be any departments. However, team-based structures are often used as addendums or stand-alone additions in what is a large mechanistic structure. For instance, IBM is essentially a bureaucracy but it has some team-based independent development units. These units typically have no departments.

10-12. Doesn't the boundaryless organization undermine everything positive about formal structures?
Not really. Formal structures are a vehicle to help organizations achieve their goals. They needn't create barriers to do this.

High specialization, formalization, hierarchies, chains of command, departmentalization, and the like are extremely effective when organizations face a relatively stable and predictable world. But structures change with the times. In today's dynamic environment, many organizations can not successfully compete unless they can respond quickly to the changing needs of the market. By breaking down horizontal and vertical barriers, creating alliances with other organizations, and reaching out to encompass customers and suppliers, the boundaryless organization provides just one more structural option for managers.

10-13. What's a learning organization really like in practice?
Instead of thinking of a learning organization as a unique structure, it may help to treat it as really a melding of many contemporary management concepts. It has boundaryless characteristics, a strong culture characterized by openness and trust, and leaders with vision who believe in empowerment. In practice, it's an organization that permits everyone to be engaged in identifying and solving problems.

10-14. What would a learning organization do differently from other organizations?
It would depend on what type of organization you're comparing it to. It would look very different from a traditional bureaucracy, with its heavy reliance on departments, hierarchy, and formalization. On the other hand, compared to team-based structures or project organizations, learning organizations aren't very different.

In the way that Weber described bureaucracy as an ideal organization-something to strive for-the learning organization is also an ideal type. It's a model for what many organizations in the 21st century will need-a structure that can facilitate flexibility, collaboration, and change.

10-15. How is information technology changing organization structures?
In many ways, information technology is totally reshaping organizations.

Organization structures were originally developed as a means to coordinate and control human activity. But networked computer systems can allow managers to coordinate and control activities without many of the structural mechanisms.

The ability to instantly communicate horizontally, vertically, and with people outside the organization-like suppliers and customers-totally reshapes (even trivializes) concepts like the chain of command, span of control, and centralization. For instance, e-mail on networked computers allow employees to skip levels in the organization, bypassing the chain of command, but allowing immediate supervisors to be apprised of what's happening. Similarly, with computer monitoring, a manager might be able to effectively oversee the activities of 50 or 100 employees who are located all over the world.

Or let me ask you a question. If most everything a supervisor does is on a computer, if that computer can be monitored by a top executive 3000 miles away, and if that executive can override any decision she observes of which she disapproves, is decision-making centralized or decentralized? It's not so clear! Authority may be decentralized in that the supervisor is given considerable discretion. But if every decision is monitored from above and can be overridden, isn't authority actually centralized? My point is that information technology is making us rethink traditional organization concepts.

