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From Culture to Structure – Case studies in organisational renewal
Two interesting examples of very different organisations, both facing a crisis of development requiring a shift in culture that would translate into new and more appropriate structures.  Read each case, then try to formulate your own response to the issue being confronted, before dipping into the answers at the end of this piece.
CASE STUDY ONE

This study concerns a large, National Aid and Development Organi​zation with a head office comprising approximately eighty people situated in the central city of the country, and twenty‑six regional offices ‑ each comprising between ten and sixteen staff members ‑ situated in various urban and rural areas.

Ten years previous to the issues which concern us here, the organization ‑ which we shall name, for the sake of convenience PERK ‑ comprised only a central office, and conducted its work from out of this central office.  The work itself was divided into various sections, or departments.  At this stage, the deci​sion was taken to decentralize, because the work in outlying areas was being hindered due to lack of presence and communica​tion, and because it was felt that in order to empower communi​ties themselves, these communities needed to have direct access to ‑ and control of ‑ the work of PERK.  Therefore regional offices were set up.  The idea was that community committees would control these regional offices, while a national "represen​tative" committee would control PERK as a whole.

Ten years down the line the regional offices were not function​ing effectively and the relationship between the regional offices on the one hand and the central office on the other was char​acterized by misunderstanding, inefficiency, domination, resent​ment and blame‑placing.  PERK therefore decided to go through an organization process to sort itself out.

This process revealed that PERK ‑ in order to function effective​ly with the 80 people in head office ‑ had chosen to develop very defined structures and procedures.  When it decided to decentralize by creating regional offices it simply extended its current structures and procedures both within these regional offices and in terms of the relationship between these regions and head office.  Decentralization was seen in terms of exten​sion only.  Structures/procedures remained as centralized and rigid as at the start of the process.

In looking at itself, PERK recognized that its culture was based on centralization.  Head office maintained rigid control over the regions; made little effort to facilitate the development of the regional offices; made little effort to understand the differences between regional office contexts and responses; held a paternalistic and disparaging attitude towards the region​al offices; was highly threatened by any growth, development or effectiveness generated by the regional offices; and regarded communication as a one‑way process.  PERK therefore decided to develop a new culture based on decentralization.  In this cul​ture the regional offices were to be seen as the places where the real work of PERK took place.  The central office was to take on the role of facilitating the development and work of the regional offices, as well as coordinating general policy, but no more.

The decision to undertake a shift in culture left unanswered the problem of changing the current (centralized) structure.  Under the current structure, each department had a Department Head (DH) in head office.  Each DH was a law unto itself.  Each de​partment was expected to be replicated at regional level, de​spite the fact that circumstances were different in each re​gion.  In the regional office, a worker in a particular depart​ment was accountable to three contradictory structures:  the community committee responsible for that department, the co​ordinator of the regional office itself, and the DH at head office.  Of these, the DH had ultimate control (although little contact except when issuing instructions) and this fact played havoc with the organizational integrity and coherence of the regional office itself. Each worker had various allegiances, was confused, disempowered and ultimately accountable to no one (therefore could deliver poor productivity with impunity).  There was little communica​tion between the worker's controlling structures.

Naturally, the co‑ordinator of the regional office was therefore also rendered totally ineffective, as individual staff members could not work as a team and the organization itself was split.  The community committees themselves were simply nominal struc​tures which could not be expected to function.

Finally, within the current structure, there is a DH in charge of regional offices (on the same level as the other DHs).  The regional co‑ordinators are supposedly responsible to this DH, outside of considerations of community committees and/or other departments.

What would you do to create a structure more in keeping with the newly chosen culture?

CASE STUDY TWO

A Rural Development Agency ‑ called R.I.P. (Rurally Integrated Project) had been in existence for ten years.  During its early years it had comprised only three staff, one of whom was the Director.  As its services diversified, it increased its staff compliment to five.  All decisions were made by the Director, although R.I.P. was struggling with the issue of internal democ​racy.  At this stage, no‑one had specific portfolios.  Everybody did everything, on instructions from the Director.

Four years after inception, the Director left.  R.I.P. decided to structure itself as a "collective", without any hierarchies.  At the same time it was decided that staff members would have specific portfolios, in order that specialization could reduce inefficiency and increase productivity.  So specific staff mem​bers took charge of co‑operative development, literacy, popular education, intermediate technology, and administration.

At the time of our consultancy with R.I.P., it comprised twelve staff members and was increasingly over‑burdened with the effort of being the only resource agency in a vastly underdeveloped and impoverished rural area.  It still operated as a collective but had accepted the need for a coordinator, and had appointed someone some months before.  

However, it was undergoing major problems.  There was tension and conflict between staff, and productivity was far lower than it should have been.  The four fieldwork departments operated in a vacuum, with little contact between departments.  There was duplication of services as well as gaps in services provided. There was little inter‑departmental work done, although most work required inter‑disciplinary co‑ operation and skills.  Departments responded to requests for services from the community on the basis of their own availability, criteria and skills, without "cross‑referencing" with other departments.

Working through the culture of the organization revealed that although "collectivism" was the ideal, "individualism and compe​tition" was the norm.  Therefore R.I.P. developed a new organiza​tional culture based on co‑operation, trust and sharing, and the importance of organizational accountability and excellence.  The essence of the new culture would mean that the organization would take priority over individual "fame".

In terms of structure, R.I.P. had four fieldwork departments and one admin. department (which incorporated the co‑ordinator).  Each department served its own constituency (clients) in its own way, by responding to services requested of the particular de​partment.  Now, although R.I.P. recognized the problems this structure had generated, it was loath to go back to a more "col​lective" structure where individuals were regarded simply as members of the organization as a whole, as it was felt that this would generate the kind of "lack of specialization" which had given rise to the need for departments in the first place.

So specialization and departmentalization had given rise to the "individualistic" culture which was not working for R.I.P.  At the same time, specialization and departmentalization had al​lowed R.I.P. to diversify and increase its productivity and effectiveness, and going back to a director/co‑ordinator with an undifferentiated staff complement was seen to be a retrogressive step.

What would you then do to restructure R.I.P. along the lines of its newly chosen culture?

CASE STUDY I:  ANSWER

The key to the problem is to take the new culture seriously and examine its implications.  Head office must redefine its role from "controller" to "facilitator". from "boss" to "resource".  Regional offices must be freed to develop organizational coher​ence and productivity.  Therefore the DH must no longer operate as a DH but rather as a specialized resource person (or per​sons).  That is, head office becomes a pool of resource people to back up the needs of regional offices.

The regional office itself must achieve integrity.  Co‑ ordinators should hold the office together and be the source of a worker's accountability (with the team as a whole).  The productivity of the regional office should be the focus of a worker's allegiance.  The whole regional office should be accountable to a community committee, and this latter structure should develop upwards to a national committee which oversees the work of all the regional offices, and keeps them together as one organization.

In other words, the structure is turned upside‑down, or inside​-out.  Head office becomes resource, regional offices become the players. Nothing less than such a reversal of structure can meet the implications of a reversal of culture, and both are a direct result of the original decision to decentralize.

CASE STUDY TWO:  ANSWER

The key to the issue is that R.I.P. had become too departmental​ized, too fractured.  Departments were operating almost as indepen​dent organizations in their response to requests.

R.I.P. could not get rid of departments, but an important shift in perception had to take place.  Departments were servicing the outside world, and R.I.P. itself was lost in the process.  

The opposite extreme would be to have R.I.P. serve the outside world in an inadvertent way, which was seen to be unwieldly.  But if one shifted one's perception, one could see a situation where departments served R.I.P. and R.I.P. served the outside world.  In other words, a co‑ordinating structure need to be set up, a structure which would process all incoming requests and co​ordinate planning.  In this way departmental specialization would be maintained, but so would R.I.P.'s coherence and integri​ty as an organization.  The organization would respond to the outside world's needs and departments would respond to the orga​nization's needs.  Thus co‑operation and inter‑departmental action could be facilitated, and co‑ordinated, responsive plan​ning engaged in.

Put another way, if the department were made accountable to the organization, it would get rid of the problem of individualism without losing the gains made through specialization.  That is, R.I.P. had moved from a pioneer stage to a differentiated stage.  It needed to move to an integrated stage where both differentiation as well as a strong form of leadership (in this case collective) could be attained.  The structure, then, allows for a co‑ordinating body with strong departments which are ac​countable to it (and therefore to each other).
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