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94 PART2 THE PROCESS OF ORGANZATION DEVELOPMENT

client’s boundaries before diagnosing begins. For example, the boundaries that identify a
particular client system on an organization chart might be well suited for addressing
leadership issues in that unit. However, the client system’s boundaries might have to be
enlarged to include other related departments if the intent of OD is to improve coordi-
nation among interdependent work groups.

Feedback As shown in Figure 5.1, feedback is information regarding the actual per-
formance or the outputs of the system. Not all such information is feedback, however
Only information used to control the future functioning of the system is considered
feedback. Feedback can be used to maintain the system in a steady state (for example,
Keeping an assembly line running at a certain speed) or to help the organization adapt
to changing circumstances. McDonald', for example, has strct feedback processes to
ensure that a meal in one outlet is as similar as possible to a meal in any other outlt
On the other hand, a salesperson in the field may report that sales are not going well
and may insist on some organizational change to improve sales. A market-rescarch
study may lead the marketing department to recommend a change to the organiza-
tion's advertising campaign.

Alignment How well a system’s different parts and elements align with each other
partly determines its overall effectiveness. This alignment or fit concens the relation-
ships between the organization and its environment as well as among the components
that comprise the design of the organization. Alignment represents the extent to which
the features and operations of one component support the effectiveness of another com-
ponent. Just as the teeth in the wheels of a watch must mesh perfectly for the watch to
keep time, s0 do the parts of an organizational system need to mesh for it o be effective
Diagnosing environmental relationships and the interactions among the various compo-
nents of an organizational system requires taking “a systemic perspective.” This view
suggests that diagnosing often involves the search for misalignments among the various
pars of an organizational system.

53 Diagnosing Organizational Systems

When viewed as open systems, organizations can be diagnosed at three levels. The high-
st level is the overall organization and includes the company’s strategy, structure, and
processes. Large organization units, such as divisions, subsidiaries, o strategic business
units, also can be diagnosed at that level. The next lowest level is the group or depart-
ment, which includes group design and methods for structuring interactions among
‘members, such as norms and work schedules. The lowest level i the individual position
or job. This includes ways in which jobs are designed to elicit required task behaviors.

Diagnosis can occur at all three organizational levels, or it may be limited to issues
occurring at a particular level. The ey to effective diagnosis is knowing what to look
for at cach level as well as how the levels affect cach other.* For example, diagnosing a
work group requires knowledge of the variables important for group functioning and
how the larger organization design affects the group. In fact, a basic understanding of
organization-level issues is important in almost any diagnosis because they serve as criti-
cal inputs to understanding groups and jobs.

Figure 5.2 presents a comprehensive model for diagnosing these diferent organizational
systems. For each leve, it shows (1) the inputs that the system has to work with, (2) the key.
components for designing the system to create, and (3) the system’s outputs. The relation-
ships shown in Figure 5.2 illustrate how each organization level affets the lower levels.
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‘The environment is the key input to organization design decisions. Organization design is
an input to group design, which in turn serves as an input to job design. These cross-level
relationships emphasize that organizational levels must fit with cach other if the organization
is 1o operate effectively. For exampl, organization structure must fit vith and support group.
task design, which in turn must it with individual-job design.
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5-1

What Is Diagnosis?

Diagnosis is the process of understanding how the organization is currently functioning,
and it provides the information necessary to design change interventions.' It generally
follows from successful entry and contracting, which set the stage for successful diagno-
sis. Those processes help OD practitioners and client members jointly determine which
organizational issues 10 focus on, how to collect and analyze data to understand them,
and how to work together to develop action steps from the diagnosis. In another sense,
diagnosis is happening all the time. Managers, organization members, and OD practi-
tioners are always trying to understand the drivers of organization effectiveness as well
as how and why changes are proceeding in a particular way.

‘Unfortunately, the term diagnosis can be misleading when applied to organizations.
It suggests a model of organization change analogous to the medical model of diagnosis:
An organization (patient) experiencing problems secks help from an OD practitioner
(doctor); the practitioner examines the organization, finds the causes of the problems,
and prescribes 2 solution. Diagnosis in organization development, however, is much
more collaborative than such a medical perspective implies and does not accept the
implict assumption that something is wrong with the organization.

First, the values and ethical beliefs that underlie OD suggest that both organization
‘members and OD practitioners should be involved in discovering the determinants of
current organization effectiveness. Similarly, both should be involved actively in develop-
ing appropriate interventions and implementing them. For example, 2 manager might
seck an OD practitioner's help to reduce absentecism in his or her department. The
‘manager and an OD consultant jointly might decide to diagnose the cause of the prob-
lem by examining company absenteeism records and by interviewing selected employees
about possible reasons for absenteeism. Alternatively, they might examine employee loy-
alty and discover the organizational elements that encourage people to stay. Analysis of
those data could uncaver determinants of absenteeism or loyalty in the department, thus
helping the manager and the OD practitioner jointly to develop an appropriate interven-
tion to address the issue.

Second, the medical model of diagnosis also implies that something is wrong with
the patient and that one needs to uncover the cause of the illness. In those cases where
organizations do have specific problems, diagnosis can be problem oriented, secking rea-
sons for the problems. On the other hand, as suggested by the absenteeism example
above, the OD practitioner and the client may choose one of the newer views of organi-
zation change and frame the issue positively. Additionally, the client and the OD practi-
tioner may be looking for ways to enhance the organization's existing functioning, Many
‘managers involved with OD are not experiencing specific organizational problems. Here,
diagnosis is development oriented. It assesses the current functioning of the organization
to discover areas for future development, For example, a manager might be interested in
using OD to improve a department that already scems to be functioning well. Diagnosis
might include an overall assessment of both the task performance capabilites of the
department and the impact of the department on its individual members. This process
seeks to uncover specific areas for future development of the department’s effectiveness.

In organization development, diagnasis s used mare broadly than a medical defini-
tion would suggest. It is a collaborative process between organization members and the
OD practitioner to collect pertinent information, analyze it, and draw conclusions for
action planning and intervention. Diagnosis may be aimed at uncovering the causes of
specific problems, focused on understanding effctive processes, or directed at assessing
the overall functioning of the organization or department to discover areas for future
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development. Diagnosis provides a systematic understanding of organizations so that
appropriate interventions may be developed for solving problems and enhancing
effectiveness

5-2 The Need for Diagnostic Models

Entry and contracting pracesses can result in a need to understand either a whole system
or some part, process, or feature of the organization. To diagnose an organization,
OD practitioners and organization members need to have an idea about what informa-
tion to collect and analyze. Choices about what to look for invariably depend on how
organizations are conceived. Such conceptions can vary from intuitive hunches to scien.
tific explanations of how organizations function. Conceptual frameworks that OD practi.
tioners use 1o understand organizations are referred to as “diagnostic models.” They
describe the relationships among different features of the organization, as well as its
environment and its effectiveness. As a result, diagnostic models point out what areas
to examine and what questions to ask in assessing how an organization is functioning.

However, all models represent simplifications of reality and therefore emphasize cer-
tain organizational features as critical while ignoring other features. Focusing attention
on particular features, often to the exclusion of others, can result in  biased diagnosis
For example, a diagnostic model that relates team effectiveness to the handling of inter-
personal conflict would lead an OD practitioner to ask questions about relationships
among members, decision-making processes, and conflct resolution methods. Although
relevant, those questions ignore other group issues such as member skills and knowledge,
the complexity of the tasks performed by the group, and task interdependencies. Thus,
OD practitioners must choase diagnostic models and processes carefully to address the
organization’s presenting problems as well as to ensure comprehensiveness.

Potential diagnostic models are everywhere. Any collection of concepts and relation-
ships that attempts to represent a system o explain its effectiveness can potentially qual
ify as a diagnostic model. Major sources of diagnostic models in OD are the thousands of
articles and books that discuss, describe, and analyze how organizations function. They
provide information about how and why certain organizational systems, processes, or
functions are effective. The studies often concern a specific facet of organizational behav-
ior, such as employee stress, leadership, motivation, problem solving, group dynamics,
job design, and career development. They also can involve the larger organization and
its context, including the environment, strategy, structure, and culture. Diagnostic mod-
els can be derived from that information by noting the dimensions or variables that are
associated with an organization's effectiveness.

Another source of diagnostic models is OD practitioners’ experience in organiza-
tions. So-called “field knowledge” offers a wealth of practical information about how
organizations aperate. Unfortunately, only  small part of that vast experience has been
translated into diagnostic models that represent the professional judgments of people
with years of experience in organizational diagnosis. The models generally link diagnosis
with specific organizational processes, such as group problem solving, employee motiva.
tion, or communication between managers and employees. The models list specific ques-
tions for diagnosing such processes.

“This chapter presents a general framework for diagnosing organizations rather than
trying to cover the range of OD diagnostic models. The framework describes the systems
perspective prevalent in OD today and integrates several of the more popular diagnostic
models. The systems model provides a useful starting point for diagnosing organizations,
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groups, and individual jobs. (Chapters 10-20 present additional diagnostic models that
are linked to specific OD interventions.)

Open-Systems Model

“This section introduces systems theory, a set of concepts and relationships describing the
praperties and behaviors of things called systems—organizations, groups, and jobs, for
example. Systems are viewed as unitary wholes composed of parts or subsystems; the sys-
tem serves to integrate the parts into a functioning unit. For example, organization
systems are composed of groups or departments, such as sales, operations, and finance.
“The organization serves to coordinate behaviors of its departments so that they function
together in service of an organization goal or strategy. The general framework that
underlies most of the diagnosing in OD s called the “open-systems model.”

53a Organizations as Open Systems

As shown in Figure 5.1, the open-systems model recognizes that organizations exist
in the context of a larger enviromment that affects how the organization performs, and,
in tum, is affected by how the organization interacts with it. The model suggests that
organizations acquire specific inputs from the environment and fransfornt them using
sacial and technical processes. The oulputs of the transformation process are returned
to the environment and information about the consequences of those outputs serve as
Jeedback to the organization’s functioning.

‘The open-systems model also suggests that organizations and their subsystems—
groups and individual jobs—share a number of common features that explain how they
are organized and how they function. For example, open systems display 2 hierarchical
ordering. Each higher level of system is composed of lower.level systems: Systems at the
level of society are comprised of organizations; organizations are comprised of groups;
and groups are comprised of individual jobs. Although systems at different levels vary
in many ways—in size and complexity, for example—they have a number of common
characteristcs by virtue of being open systems. The following open-systems properties
are described below: environments; inputs, transformations, and outputs; boundaries;
feedback; and alignment.

‘The Open-Systems Model
ENVIRONMENT
Inputs Transformations Outputs
* Information + Social component « Finished goods.
«Energy « Technological component « Services
*ldess
‘ FEEDBACK
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Environments Environments are everything outside of the system that can directly or
indircetly affect its outputs. Open systems, such as organizations and groups, exchange
information and resources with their environments. Because these external forces influ
ence the system, organizations cannot completely contral their own behavior. Organiza-
tions, for example, are affected by such environmental conditions as the avaiabilty of
labor and human capital, aw material, customer demands, competition, and government
regulations. Understanding how these external forces affect the organization can help to
explain some of ts internal behavior

Inputs, Transformations, and Outputs Organizational systems are composed of
three related propertes: inputs, transformations, and outputs. Inputs consist of human
capital o other resources, such as information, energy, and materials, coming into the
system from the environment. For example, a manufacturing organization acquires raw
‘materials from an outside supplier. Similarly, a hospital nursing unit acquires informa.
tion concerning a patient’s condition from the atiending physician. In each case, the
system (organization or nursing unit) obiains resources (raw materils or information)
from its environment.

Transformations are the processes of converting inputs into outputs. In organiza-
tions, a production or operations function composed of both social and technological
components generally carries out transformations. The social component consists of peo-
ple and their work relationships, whereas the technological component involves tools,
techniques, and methods of production or service delvery. Organizations have developed
elaborate mechanisms for transforming incoming resources into goods and services
Banks, for example, transform deposits into mortgage loans and interest income. Schools
attempt to transform students into more educated people. Transformation processes also
can take place at the group and individual level. For example, rescarch and development
departments can transform the latest scientific advances into new product ideas, and
bank telers can transform customer requests into valued services.

‘Outputs are the results of what is transformed by the system and sent to the environ-
ment. Thus, inputs that have been transformed. represent outputs that leave the system.
Group health insurance companies receive premiums and medical bils, transform them
through record keeping, and export payments to hospitals and physicians.

Boundaries The idea of boundaries helps to distinguish between organizational sys-
tems and their environments. Boundaries—the borders or limits of the system—help to
protect or buffer the organization’s transformation process from external disruptions;
they also assure that the right inputs enter the organization and the relevant outputs
leave it. An organizational system's boundaries can vary in permeabilty, with some sys-
tems, such as  highly cohesive work team on the shop floor, being relatively closed to
the environment and other systems, such as a field sales force, being open to external
forces. Organizational boundaries are determined not only by physical location, but also
can be defined for managerial, technical, or social purposes. For example, to faciltate
‘managerial control, a department’s boundaries could encompass all members reporting
t0 2 common administrator; to promote a smooth workflow, the department's bound-
aries might include supplies, employees, and customers located along a common supply
chain; or to foster cohesion among members, the department’s boundaries could
embrace those members sharing particular social connections and attitudes. Because
organizational boundaries can serve different purposes, OD practitioners may need to
determine arly in the OD process if the client system’s boundaries are appropriate for
the intended purpose of the change effort. This may result in redefining or changing the
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