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ENVIRONMENTAL SYSTEMS ANALYSIS


Part Three: Defining the target system

The organization as an agent of transformation

What you see is what you get.

That's more than just a funny punchline. For organization designers, it's the statement of a simple fact.

The way people think about their organization is directly related to the kind of organization and the kind of results they'll produce.

What you see determines what you get. It works like a self‑fulfilling prophecy. And it works both ways.

The ordinary view of the organization leads to the ordinary results.

A better conception can lead to better results.

The systems model offers a dynamic alternative to the outmoded view of the past, a view in which people were seen as little more than cogs in a great machine.

The new model presents us with a map of the territory beyond the limits of machine age thinking.

In the new view, the organization is seen as more than just a collection of individuals, a specialized mini‑society or an economic entity.

It is, at heart, an "agent of transformation."

The system is understood as a living organism that draws the inputs it needs from the environment, transforming them into outputs that are needed by the environment.

This view helps focus attention on the main work of the organization, its function rather than its particular form.

And it puts function first.

It recognizes that form, or organization structure, should be fitted to the nature of the work and the environmental factors surrounding the work, rather than the other way around.

This is quite different from the usual practice of buying an organizational structure off the rack, as it were, as if one she fits all.

The new model demands an ecological perspective.

It puts the organization in context with its environment, and with the transformation process required for its own survival.

This transformation process occurs between the input and output "boundaries" that separate the system from its larger environment.

These boundaries are defined as the point at which ownership actually changes hands.

This clarifies what exactly is within the system and what is beyond the system's sphere of direct influence and control.

The delineation of clear boundaries, then, is the starting place for designing a system that fits and functions well, inside and out.

Between the input/output boundaries, a technical system and social system must be designed to manage exchanges with the environment and to bring about the wanted transformation of inputs into outputs.

An effective design is fully three‑dimensional:

A well‑structured organization will find the proper balance between (a) the technical system's requirements for order and predictability, (b) the needs of the workforce for meaning, variety, community and self‑expression, and ( the environment's continuing demands for change of many kinds.

The ideal design will transcend the apparently opposing needs of these subsystems, bringing them together as a unified whole.

This is not so unthinkable as it may at first seem.

Charles Atlas might describe it as an exercise in "dynamic tension," rather than a contest to be won or lost.

Pushing the system's "muscles" against each other can build up the entire body. But they're not "against" each other. They're pushing together.

This is why the central factor in organization design is the system's primary purpose, or core mission.

Common purpose unifies.

It unites the people inside the system with each other, as colleagues in pursuit of the same larger vision.

It can unite the inside system with the larger outside system too.

When the system's purpose is in harmony with the expectations of its stakeholders and with the demands of its larger environment, energy and resources are less likely to be lost in fruitless defensive maneuvers.

The system's purpose must be as clearly understood and supported by the "outside" stakeholders as it is by those on the inside.

The system then is united around a central value, a core mission that is shared by all of the participants in the enterprise.

But united action is required as well. It's not enough to simply have in mind a common vision.

The system must also be designed to produce results. To create outputs that are clearly in line with the system's mission. And to do so in a way that is responsive to continuing changes in technology, economics, social pressures and other environmental factors.

It must, in other words, be fully integrated and adaptive.

It's a tall order, but it can be done.

The process begins when the current system is put under the microscope for study.

The organization's technical, social and environmental systems must be analyzed separately and then refitted to a new design.

Early in the process, however, the system as a whole must be defined.

This systems overview, or "scan," will serve as a primary point of reference for the analysis and design work to come.

Instructions
Before you meet with your group to develop a shared view of the organization as a system, first review the elements of the sociotechnical systems model shown on this page.

Then, write down your own answers to the questions posed on the next page.

The scan
The illustration on the previous page provides a general conceptual model of the organization as a sociotechnical system operating within a larger environment. Now let's get more specific.

Your answers to the questions below wall help you paint a more‑detailed "word picture" of your own organization as a system.

This:"system scan," in turn, provides me framework for later subsystem analysis and for evaluation of the new organizational design that your design team will produce.

Output
1.
What is the product or service delivered by your system?

2.
What problems or variations are normally associated with this output?

Inputs
1.
What are the inputs to your system?  Name the specific materials, information or people that are transformed into your system's primary outputs.

2. 
What problems or variations are normally associated with these inputs?

Input boundary
1. 
Define the point at which your system currently takes "ownership" of the input.

2.
Define the point at which you think the system should accept responsibility for the input.

Output boundary

1.
Define the point at which your system currently transfers ownership of its output to its customers, users or clients.

2.
Define the point at which you think this output boundary should be set.

Objectives

1.
What are the primary economic, technical and social objectives of your organization at this time?

(Objectives are desired end results stated in specific measurable or observable terms).

2.
Who sets these objectives?

3.
How are results measured?

4.
What reports or other information systems monitor progress on these objectives? Who prepares them? Who receives them?

5.
What is the organization's current performance in comparison to these specific objectives.

6.
What should be the primary objectives of the organization, if it is to ensure achievement of its core mission?

Mission
1.
What is your system's core mission, or primary purpose?

2.
What do you think the system's mission should be?

Philosophy

1.
What are the organization's values and expectations regarding people(employees and other stakeholders?

2.
What should be the organization's philosophy toward these people?

People

1.
In general terms, describe the people who are a part of this system. (Include all those who directly affect the transformation of your system's inputs into its outputs and/or those who are more closely related to this system and its outputs than they are to others outside the system.)

2.
How is the organization structured at this time?

Environments

1.
Identify the relevant outside environments and key stakeholders of this system.

2.
What other parts of your own larger organization are relevant environments for the target system?

3.
Linkage: What does each of these stakeholders expect of the target system? What do you expect of them? And, finally, between you and them: Who communicates what to whom? How and how often does this communication take place?

Problems

1.
What are the major problems within the system at this time?

2.
What are the major issues and concerns named by the people in this system?

3.
What are the major problems between the system and its environment at this time?
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