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SOCIAL SYSTEM ANALYSIS

Part One: Identifying the elements of teamwork

Teamwork: controlling variances through cooperation, 

coordination and shared responsibility

Separation, frustration, crossed wires and red tape are the norm in many organizations today.

The economic and social costs are enormous.

Worse, these costs are often uncounted, built into the very structure of the organization.

But these "hidden taxes" do not go unpaid. They, too, are part of the bill, part of the unavoidable and escalating price of poor system design.

It doesn't have to be that way.

For an alternative that works, follow the thinking of modern system designers:

The organization is there to serve as the connecting and coordinating link between the demands of the technical transformation process and those of the environment in which the system must operate.

The people, then, are central to the effectiveness of the system as a whole.

How are their talents and energies to be used?

Traditional designs treat people like machines. Conventional organizations feature small, specialty jobs, and lots of them; separate specialty departments, with high walls between them; long chains of reporting relationships, and "control" from the distant top.

In these old‑style organization structures, people are made small. Their contributions to the system are small, too, if they can be seen at all.

Employees in these systems spend a lot of time and energy "working through channels," waiting for orders, and playing bureaucratic games, instead of working on the product.

In the new model, people are enlarged.

They are restored to their place as masters of the machine(as controllers of an important technical process.

Their energies are focused sharply on the work itself.

And their contributions are direct, significant, and obvious.

The new model draws out the best of people by treating them as people:  multi-talented, thinking, growing, creative, interacting, interdependent and "whole" systems in themselves.

Rather than separating the "parts," and imposing control from outside, the new model emphasizes the teamwork and self‑regulation of which people are uniquely capable.

The self‑managing team is the ideal.

The team is organized to include all of the resources it needs to manage its own work directly(to control variances at the source.

The team is charged with managing its own affairs, including most if not all of its own day‑to‑day problem‑solving, work assignment, and conflict resolution tasks.

Members are typically encouraged to learn and to use all of the skills necessary in the work unit.

Frequently, they are paid for what they know, for all the skills they've mastered, rather than just for the particular skills they might be using at any given time.

Work designs built around ideas like these recognize that the system depends upon the people who operate it.

In fact, the more sophisticated or complex the technology, the more the system is dependent on the "human factor."

With increasing environmental turbulence, the stakes go higher yet.

What about the bottom line?

The cost of organizing work around self‑managing teams is much less than the costs of the traditional organizational form, in both social and economic terms.

Organization charts are flattened.

The many costs associated with communicating, expediting, inspecting, checking, and supervising go way down.

The savings add up in other ways as well:

Key variances are understood and controlled where they happen.

There is no wasteful conflict between individual and unit goals, nor between the goals of one unit and those of the next. The common goal is to control variances in the process.

Structuring the organization around self‑sufficient and self‑managing workteams helps keep the system integrated.

Cooperation, coordination, and shared responsibility are built into the design.

Response time, adaptability, flexibility, and system maintenance are all improved as a result.

But coming up with the optimum system design is not quite as easy as deciding to lean toward self‑managing workgroups.

The right organization structure and workrole design will be the one that best fits together all the requirements of the system.

Every system is different. Each has a unique environment, calling for a unique adaptive response capability.

Technologies vary too. Every technical system puts unique demands and constraints on the people in the system.

Finally, the people themselves come to the organization with their own sets of special capabilities, needs, interests, and expectations. These, too, must be taken into account.

The design that manages to deal most effectively with all of these factors will be the design that is built on the most thorough, three‑dimensional analysis.

Environmental and technical system analyses are discussed elsewhere.

Briefly, here's what's involved in social system analysis:

The social system grid

The social system grid is used here as the basic organizing scheme for social system analyses.

The left, vertical axis of the grid lists the four primary functions that must be performed by any social system, if it is to survive.

These functions have been identified as goal attainment, adaptation, integration, and "latency" (or long‑term development, renewal, and maintenance). For short: GAIL.

Across the top, horizontal axis of the grid are listed four kinds of organizational relationships: supervisor‑subordinate, within‑group, between‑groups, and member relationships with outsiders.

The grid, then, has 16 cells to be completed.

A different grid is used for the analysis of every "focal role" to be analyzed.

Focal roles are typically identified after completion of the technical system analysis.

Roles found to be of major importance in key variance control are tagged as the "focal roles," meaning that social system analysis will be conducted around these roles as the central components of the social system.

Cell entries in the social system grid list specific, observable examples of what is said, done or shown (or not said, done or shown) in that role relationship, regarding that particular system function.

For the goal attainment cells, for example, one can easily transfer information about key variance control items directly from the variance control table.

This information is entered under the appropriate "relationship" heading: G‑1, for example, is used when referring to how key variances are managed between the worker in the focal role and his or her supervisor; G‑2 when discussing the degree to which variance issues are dealt with by the peer group, and so on.

In effect, the four cells for goal attainment, (which include goal setting, planning, communication and execution activities) will almost "write themselves."

Most of the information needed will have already been gathered in earlier stages of analysis.

But filling in the rest of the picture is not always so easy.

The design team members may know the social system well enough, from their own personal experience, to complete an adequate grid analysis.

More likely, they'll have to design a structured data‑collection project to get the information from those who have it.

The project might include observation, interviews, questionnaires, and examination of record‑keeping and communication files and procedures.

Perhaps the design team will attempt to draw, and have roleholders confirm, a visual representation of the "focal role network."

The focal role network
This is a kind of map, showing the direction, frequency, and content of communication to and from the people in the focal role.

An example of the focal role network is shown below.

The GAIL code letters are used to indicate the content or purpose of these messages, given or received.

Thinking ahead, the design team also may seek to discover the unique psychosocial characteristics and quality‑of-worklife criteria of the people in the current system.

This will help in the upcoming design step, when various design alternatives must be sorted out for optimum "fitness."

How much autonomy, variety, challenge, and new learning are seen as desirable?

How do workers and managers believe the work is now organized, managed, and done? How do they think it should be?

What are the needs of the people in this particular system for knowledge, support, responsibility, belonging, and so forth?

All of these are important questions, with critical implications for the design work to come.

Collecting that kind of information, then, may be another significant part of the social system analysis.

Action‑research
The best way to get that kind of information is probably through the use of "action‑research" principles.

In keeping with open systems thinking, the action‑research project recognizes from the start that the very questions asked, who does the asking, how‑and-where‑and‑when those questions are asked, and so on(all of these "how" considerations affect the outcome, the "what."

Basically, this methodology assumes that the people in the system know what the "right questions" are for their system.

With a little professional help perhaps, they also are quite able to frame the questions, conduct the research, analyze the results, and decide what to do next.

They're more likely to get it right, in fact, than any outsider.

The people in the system know more about it than the expert outside of the system. And they're the only ones who can change it.

They stay. The outside expert gives advice and goes away.

One of the leading principles of STS design is that the members of the system should participate in the analysis and design of their own system(and their own working lives.
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