



The Work System: The Wind that Bends 

Models of systems are often abstract, complex and cumbersome, although they serve different purposes and accomplish different goals. One purpose that has not been served well by current models is that of providing a comprehensive but simple set of categories for understanding the essential elements of a work system. Another purpose, and possibly a more important one, is to have a model that places the worker at the center of the system in order to reestablish the importance of the individual human being in the work system.


This paper describes a work system model that serves the purposes described above and may be useful in representing the essential elements of a work system. The goal of this chapter is to define and briefly discuss the five elements that comprise a work system.  The elements are mutually exclusive and collectively exhaustive in identifying what constitutes a work system.


This model does not, however, attempt to identify or comment upon internal processes that affect, implement, or function within and between the elements. This model of a work system acknowledges that some contemporary theories argue that organizational/work systems may be tightly or loosely coupled (Weick, 1976). To be loosely coupled means that a change in one element may affect other elements, as implied by the idea of interdependence, but that the effect may not be evident right away.  The change may be absorbed by one element and passed on to others at a later date.  This means that one element of a system may adapt with relative ease without immediately affecting the rest of the system.  If part of the system fails, for example, that failure may be confined to a limited part of the system for a period of time.


Work or organizational systems tend to be, and probably should be, loosely coupled, since loosely coupled systems are better able to cope with unexpected challenges and disruptions. Loosely coupled systems also tend to be more responsive to changes in their environments, making them more open and adaptable.

Elements of a Work System

Work systems come into existence through the identification of work goals that can be achieved more effectively through collective effort. Work is the term we use when we talk about making or doing something, or, more specifically, when we talk about applying energy to or expending effort to achieve or complete a particular task.  Work is the physical and mental effort put into doing or making something.


As soon as more than one person is needed to make or do something--to work, we find the beginnings of work system. A work system consists of all the key elements that make up what is necessary for several people to devote energy to making or doing something.


When one person finds it necessary to recruit others to help accomplish work, the organizer must define the work to be completed, how the worker fits into the system, and how the flow of activities is to be regulated for greatest efficiency.  From the acts of organizing,  five essential elements of a work system can be identified:  (1) The worker, (2) the work itself or what needs to be done and how it is to be done, (3) the structure of the organization or the way in which individuals and roles relate, (4) the organization guidelines or the statements, agreements, plans, rules, and policies that constitute the arrangements by which work ought to be done and the goals accomplished, and (5) the leadership practices used to maintain the collectivity and move toward goal accomplishment.


Systems, in general, are considered to be a set of elements or parts that are interdependent and interact with each other so as to function as an operating whole.  A work system may be recognized and distinguished by boundaries that separate it from its environment.  The environment of a work system is comprised of all the factors encompassed by the terms, society and culture, that impinge upon the work system. Although we acknowledge the critical influence that the institutions embedded in a society have on work systems, the primary focus of this chapter is on the five essential elements of a work system.  


The culture or cultures operating in the environment of a work system, and often in the work system itself, may have a facilitating or hindering influence on the system’s functioning.  The explicit and implicit guidelines for thinking, doing, and possessing things that comprise a culture may  be carried over into the work system from the environment and help create an internal culture or climate. The intent of this paper is not to ignore the environment and its impact on work system functioning, or the culture and climate associated with the work system, but to set the issues of environment aside while the elements of the system itself are identified and described.

The Cloverleaf Symbol
A work system is symbolized or represented as a four-leaf clover, with the worker at the center and the other elements on the periphery (see Figure 1).  In this way, we emphasize the fundamental assumptions about the workers or people who inhabit the system. We accept the premise that they have a great capacity for being creative, inventive, and ingenious. This view of the people-dimension of a work system recognizes that the innate, inherent character of human beings is one in which an inner-energy exists naturally within the individual, and that energy is transported into the work system through the workers. This means, in essence, that the level and quality of vigor represented in all elements of the system are a function of the energy released by the workers.
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Figure 1 Pace Work System Model


The cloverleaf model implies that the work system is like a garden that must be cultivated and nourished so that it grows and develops in order to reflect the life, energy, and animation of its human members. In fact, it may be assumed that the other elements of the work system are designed in some way to foster, control, encourage, and/or inhibit the manner in which workers function to achieve the goals of the work system. This model of a work system places the worker in the central position and represents the desirable relationship between workers and other elements of the system. 


The cloverleaf model of a work system focuses attention on what Scott and Hart (1989) call the Individual Imperative and away from the more traditional organizational imperative, giving the individual worker the dominant position in the model. The individual imperative argues, simply, that individuals have the natural right to actualize their potentials throughout their lives and that the primary justification of organizations or work systems is to promote the actualization of individual potentials.


The cloverleaf model portrays a philosophy of organizational design consistent with an individual imperative and places the other elements in the role of promoting individual growth and organization effectiveness. We shall now describe the characteristics of the five essential elements of a work system.

The Worker

The work system is created, maintain, expanded, moved, and developed through the efforts of the individuals of which it is comprised, although the precise manner in which those efforts are applied to the system depend in great part on the other elements of the work system--the work, structure, guidelines, and leadership.


Human beings resemble one another in many ways, but each one is uniquely different. Their internal biological mechanisms are quite similar, as is their general appearance. On the other hand, they differ from one another on the basis of psychological and behavioral traits and characteristics that combine to create individual preferences. Four factors-- personality, attitudes, perceptions, and attributions--are most useful in understanding why people think, feel, decide, behave as they do, and have different preferences. Individuals have different patterns of each of these factors, resulting in differences in actions, reactions, and preferences.

Personality


Personality in the workplace tends to be composed of three sets of beliefs: (1) Those about their sociability; (2) those about their power and status differences; and, (3) those about their self-esteem and reputation. A person’s internal dialogue in one instance might record him or her saying, “I am a sociable person with quite a bit of power and status, and with a great deal of self-regard; my reputation is unblemished.” You might expect a different reaction from such a personality than from a person who said to him or herself, “I am unsociable and powerless with no status at all, and have no regard for myself as do others, leaving me with no reputation.”  That is how personality affects people’s decisions and actions.

Attitudes


Attitudes represent a complex interplay between a person's thoughts, feelings, and intentions.  A positive attitude means that a person has good intentions toward, feels good about, and has optimistic thoughts about something. A negative attitude means that a person has bad intentions toward, feels bad about, and has pessimistic thoughts about something. Again, you would expect different reactions from people who have negative attitudes about things in contrast to those who have positive attitudes. The adage offered by many is, “change your attitudes, change your lives.” This is sound philosophy.

Perceptions


Perceptions represent the processes by which individuals focus on some aspects of their world and ignore other aspects of it, and, thereby, make sense of what is happening to them. The perceptual process involves searching for, getting, and processing information about the people, objects, and events in a person's environment, and organizing that information to make sense out of it.  The result is called a mindset. Mindsets often become fixed and rigid, allowing us to have a more stable world; actually, the world isn’t stable, only the mindset is. With a firm mindset, we seem to have a firm view of life. Stereotypes come from fixed mindsets. Closed-mindedness comes from fix mindsets, although vacillation and indecision usually come from mindsets that are too flexible. We usually interpret other people, things, and events in terms of our mindsets.

Attributions


Attributions are the explanations that people give for why they--as well as others--do what they do. Attributions attempt to explain what causes behavior. Causes of behavior are usually internal (personality, attitudes, genetics) or external (unreasonable work  loads, chance occurrences, and circumstances). People tend to underestimate the strength of external causes of behavior and overestimate the strength of internal causes of behavior when seeking to understand why people behave the way they do. Attributions represent powerful explanations of why unhappy things occur and why bad things happen to good people.  

The Work Itself

Work consists of (1) the formal tasks workers engage in, and (2) the ways in which the tasks could or should be done in order to achieve the goals assigned to them by the organization (Griffin). Work consists of what workers do in relation to materials, people, and other tasks, in terms of the methods and techniques, the machines, tools, and equipment, and the information the worker needs to create goods and services.


The work itself usually has three characteristics: (1) range, (2) depth, and (3) relationships (Gibson, Ivancevich, and Donnelly. Range refers to the number of different tasks a worker performs to complete a job. The greater number of tasks a worker performs, usually, the longer it takes to do a job.  Depth refers to the amount of discretion a person has to determine specific job activities and outcomes. Highly specialized jobs are those having few tasks to accomplish and precisely defined means by which to accomplish them. Relationships involve the number of interpersonal contacts required or made possible in the performance of a particular job. Workers with similar background, skills, and interests have a basis for more interpersonal contacts than do heterogeneous workers, and they often arrive at satisfying social relationships with less stress and effort. The kind of work a person does has a powerful influence on other aspects of his or her life.  Routine, highly controlled work, done with a machine often provides less satisfaction than work that allows discretion, with general guidelines to follow, and uses personal skills.


Although we have alluded to the idea of technology as part of the discussion of the work itself, we have not as yet provided a direct definition.  Although technology has many different definitions, it is becoming generally understood to refer to the ways in which work is done.  Said another way, technology represents the actions that an individual performs upon an object, with or without the aid of tools or mechanical devices, in order to make some change in the object.  Bulldozers and lap-top computers are both technology and help bring about changes in the objects to which they are applied.




Technologies are involved at different levels in the performance of work.  The way in which individual workers perform a task has a technology associated with it.  A group or work team may have a different technology or way of doing work.  The overall flow of materials and the actions performed on each item or part of a product comprise a technology.  The way in which clients are handled in a social service agency represents a different technology.


A socio-technical systems approach to work seeks to define the "unit operations," the main steps in the process of transforming raw materials into a finished product, then to re-define work-unit boundaries around unit operations and discover or create technologies that facilitate the transformational process. Unit operations define the work process of the organization and help people keep control over the technology rather than to have the technology control the workers (Taylor and Felten).


The critical goal of a technical analysis of an organization's operations is to identify "key variances," or places in the technical process where deviations from normal or usual procedures might occur.  Variances are not problems, but technical requirements to be met in the normal process of creating the product. Breakdowns in the technology or human errors are not variances, since variances represent differences in the usual or best way in which the work is done (Taylor).


The identification of variances and how they are controlled during the work process allows one to discover ways in which the variances might be brought under control a little better by improving the technology or changing the design of the entire work system.

Leadership 

The primary goal of leaders is to get the work done through other people, essentially a control function. Leaders make decisions about the resources subordinates need to have to do their work and how they should use them. Some leaders work directly with workers and others work with other leaders at different levels in the organizational structure. 

Practices


Two fairly basic approaches describe the range and depth of leadership practices in most organizations or work systems:


1. First, some consensus has been achieved around the idea that leaders engage in approximately five main functions: planning, organizing, staffing, directing, and controlling (Mackenzie), usually called the operational school of management.


2. Second, some sound evidence suggests that leaders perform about 10 generic roles, divided into three basic groups:  (a) interpersonal roles--figurehead, leader, liaison, (b) informational roles--monitor, disseminator, spokesperson, and (c) decision roles--entrepreneur, disturbance handler, resource allocator, and negotiator (Mintzberg).  

Processes


Leaders are the key forces in several processes that occur in organizations that place them in the center of much of what happens in a work system.  Included among the central leadership processes are problem solving and decision making, innovation and creativity, leadership and influence, power and conflict management, team building and group functioning, performance evaluation and control, communication and information accessibility, culture development, socialization and career planning, human resource development, and organization change. The work system can not be understood clearly without understanding the function of leadership in the system. Leadership may be the most widely studied, analyzed, and written about element of the work system. It appears that some people think that the complete system can be understood by looking only at leadership practices and how leadership affects the human processes in a work system.  Unfortunately, that is not the case. All elements of the system are interdependent and affect each other.

Organization Structure

Organization structure refers to relationships among the tasks, roles, and members of the work system.  Organization structure appears to be defined by two key variables: Complexity and Centralization (Robbins).

Complexity


Organization complexity is a function of three factors: (1) The degree to which differences exist between units (horizontal differentiation) as a result of the specialization’s that exist in the organization. Universities have a large number of specialties and, hence, tend to be horizontally differentiated. (2) The  number of levels of authority between workers and top executives (vertical differentiation).  Whether an organization’s structure is taller or flatter depends on the span of control or number of subordinates a person can supervise effectively.  A workforce of 4096 employees, for example, would require 1,365 supervisors using a span of control of four, but only 585 supervisors with a span of control of eight (Robbins).  Sheer size of the organization may dictate having a narrower span of control, although the type of jobs and the abilities of workers to make independent decisions may allow for a wider span of control. (3) The degree to which the location of any organization's facilities and workforce are dispersed geographically (spatial differentiation).  An organization with branch offices in twenty different locations will tend to be more complex than an organization in which its entire operation is in one place.

Centralization


Centralization refers to the degree to which decision making is concentrated at a single point in the organization.  Decentralization, in contrast, refers to the extent to which decision making authority is dispersed throughout the organization. The formal authority given to workers to make decisions about their work activities is a measure of centralization. Policies and leadership styles that limit decision making, tend to move organizations toward centralization.  Situations  in which workers are prohibited from participating in decisions about their work, represent centralization.  If some form of discretion is provided at low levels in the organization, but the decisions are closely monitored, the organization is still functioning with high degrees of centralization.  The use of autonomous work groups is an effort to decentralize decision making in organizations.

Organizational Guidelines

Guidelines are the vast array of statements that control and formalize actions and decisions of organization members.  Formalization is the process by which jobs and tasks become standardized.  If a job is highly formalized, workers have little discretion over where, when and how the job is to be done. Formalization is achieved by specifying the extent to which job procedures and activities must be done in certain ways.  Perceptions of workers concerning the extent to which job procedures and activities are specified and enforced give a fair measure of formalization in an organization.  Professionalization also produces standardized or formal behavior through the socialization of workers before they even enter employment.  Professionalization is achieved through the selection process, by specifying role expectations, by training in job procedures and skills, and through the process of having workers perform rituals to demonstrate that they have formalized the ideology of the organization.


Organizational guidelines encompass all of the statements that show the way, govern, and direct decisions in an organization. Using this framework, organizational guidelines include such statements as goals, ends, missions, purposes, standards, deadlines, targets, quotas, policies, strategies, procedures, rules, and regulations.

Effects of Work Systems 


The Work System is comprised of five elements that are interrelated and interdependent in operation, but that can be discussed in discrete units: The Worker, The Work Itself, Leadership Practices and Processes, Organization Structure, and Organizational Guidelines. 


Work Systems are created, maintained, and developed by the human beings that constitute the living, breathing work units in the system. Thus, four of the elements of the work system have direct effects on the fifth element, the worker. Workers in turn have the greatest impact on the overall functioning of the system. The impact of workers, on the way in which the system functions, has been greatly misunderstood and grossly neglected.  


The thing we have learned from both research and experience is that work systems cannot be designed that elicit top performance from workers; the very best performance must be given voluntarily; it can not be purchased or designed into a system. The only way to unleash the power of workers is to remove the constraints, limitations, controls, and restrictions of the elements of the work system, from the workers.  What are some of those restraints? We shall discuss the other basic elements of the work system, then examine the worker more closely  at the end.
The Work Itself

The evidence is quite clear that the work itself has both positive and negative effects on workers. Certain characteristics tend to lead to select psychological states that actually cultivate highly motivated work performance. For example, the variety of skills involved in the work, the extent to which workers identity with what they are doing, and the significance of the work being done combine to contribute to the meaningfulness of work. Meaningful work, then, has positive effects on workers. Thus, always seek to provide meaningful work in order to unleash the power of employees in the workplace.


Although meaningful work tends to encourage employees, the most powerful influence on workers is the degree of autonomy they have in the workplace to decide how they will do the meaningful work.  Autonomy frees employees to decide for themselves. Freedom, in turn, gives workers responsibility for the results of their work efforts. Nothing, absolutely nothing, fires up workers as much as autonomy does. 

 
If workers have meaningful tasks to accomplish and the freedom to decide how to complete and improve the way they do the work, what they need most after that is feedback from the job that shows them how they have been doing. Feedback should be in the form of knowledge about the actual results of their work activities. Feedback doesn't have to do with rewards; rather it has to do with information that confirms the efforts of the workers, that shows what kind of impact they have been having in the organization.


When meaningfulness, autonomy, and feedback are part of the work itself, they combine to create invigorating and vitalizing work. Nevertheless, there is one hitch in the system. The ability of the meaningfulness, autonomy, and feedback to release workers to contribute strongly to the organization depends to a great extent on the strength of a person’s “growth needs.” According to Hackman and Oldham, “people with high growth need strength will experience the psychological states more strongly when their objective job is high in MPS [motivating potential score] than will their low growth need strength counterparts. And . . . individuals with high growth need strength will respond more positively to the psychological states, when they are present, than will low growth need individuals” (p. 85).


The issue of growth need strength is clarified by translating growth needs, which are part of a person’s fundamental needs system, into goals to be achieved. We use the term, Natural Work Goals, to refer to the variety of growth needs that serve as the critical releases of vitality and dynamism in workers.

Natural Work Goals

Natural work goals unleash the energy of workers;  natural work goals regulate the intensity of the effort workers give to their work; they affect the duration of the effort, and they direct the attention of workers toward relevant actions, thus giving a clearer picture of what is to be achieved (Locke and Latham).


Work goals are conscious intentions to take some purposeful action in order to further workers' own happiness while achieving the goals of the organization. Through the achievement of natural work goals, workers become more competent, more autonomous, more influential, more emotionally stable, more adaptive, more dependable, and happier.


Locke and Latham have specified the way in which goals in general function in the lives of people. They explain that "goal directedness is a cardinal attribute of the behavior of all living organisms" and may be observed at all levels in the lives of human beings. Goal-directed  action is characterized by three common features:

1. Self-generation.  The actions of living organisms are fueled by energy sources integral to the organism  as a whole; energy is not put into human beings, it is part of their system.

2. Value-significance. The survival of living organisms is conditional; that is, living organisms can go out of existence. To maintain their existence, living organisms must take specific actions; if it does not take such actions, they die. Thus, all goal-directed action has value for the organism.

3. Goal-causation. In purposeful action, the individual's idea of and desire to achieve the goal is what causes action. The idea serves as the efficient cause, but the action is aimed toward some state. Purposeful goal-directed  action is caused by the individual's desire, vision, expectation, anticipation, imagination, and aspiration to achieve the goal.


Together, three features mean that accomplishing the work itself, even if it is meaningful, with autonomy, and provides feedback, is simply a means to achieving one or more natural work goals.  What makes work goals "natural" is that they are derived from the capacity of human beings to project images of what might be and what ought to be, to imagine things being different from what they are, and to infer and deduce explanations for how things function. These are natural, inherent, instinctive, and God-given features of all human beings. That is what makes natural work goals "natural." 


Once natural work goals are understood and accepted, they serve as reference points for guiding and giving meaning to subsequent mental and physical actions leading to the goal.  If the work itself is designed to allow workers to achieve natural work goals, the workers will routinely, spontaneously, and regularly complete the technical aspects of their work with enthusiasm, excitement, vigor, and extra commitment. The work goals themselves will be discussed as a separate topic. 


In the context of natural work goals, the effects of the work itself on employees' work performance may be summarized in a few statements:


1. People whose work allows them to achieve natural work goals tend to be more motivated and work with more energy than those who perform work without achieving natural work goals.


2. People whose work allows them to achieve natural work goals tend to experience meaningfulness, autonomy, and feed back more frequently than those who perform work without achieving natural work goals.

 
3. People whose work allows them to achieve natural work goals tend to respond more positively to enriched work.


4. Thus organizations that want to have a high performing, enthusiastic, powerful workforce must assist its workers to develop ways to achieve natural work goals.

Employees who fail to have work that allows them to achieve natural work goals may reject work with motivating psychological characteristics (meaningfulness, autonomy, feedback), thus defeating efforts to unleash the power of workers in the organization through the work itself.

Organization Structure

Organization structure represents reporting relationships, work relationships, authority relationships, and other connections among organization members.  Workers experience several general effects as a result of the structural aspects of organizations:


1. Individual innovativeness is limited by the centralization of authority and decision making.


2. Information selectivity is encouraged by the controlling influence of the centralized hierarchy.


3. Message flow is curtailed by the centralization needed to coordinate actions.


4. Sharing of  frames of reference is limited by specialization and status differences in complex organizations.


5. Hierarchical authority structure leads to fear of punishment from someone higher in the organization.

 
6. Feelings of power over others is encouraged by the centralization of authority and decision‑making.

  
7. Distances between units associated with complexity often lead to the ineffective utilization of resources.


8. Centralization often leads to the distortion of goals and the failure to accomplish organization objectives.


9. Complexity often leads to loss of interest by organization members and reduced energy to put into the work.

          
Although not the most irritating element, but certainly an essential part of the work system, the structure of reporting relationships has important and often devastating consequences on workers. Just look at the list of effects: loss of interest, distortion of goals, ineffective utilization of resources, abuse of power, selective information, curtailed information flow, and the erosion of innovativeness.


Is it any wonder that contemporary solutions to structural problems are teams, decentralization, quality circles, re-engineering, open-book management, collective individualism, multi-dimensional organizations, and virtual organizations,  and that the main topics are empowerment, chaos theory, structural holes, searching for order in an orderly world, empowerment, organizational learning, and, of course, revitalization of the workforce?  Structure is an irritating and frustrating phenomenon, crying out to every manager, executive, and organization official to reduce the structure and allow workers to experience more freedom.

Organizational Guidelines

By means of guidelines, jobs and tasks are standardized, worker discretion over where, when, and how jobs are to be done is diminished, and job procedures and activities are specified and enforced. The claim is that guidelines provide for more efficient management and control of workers. 


Guidelines provide information for organization members about where the organization is going, what they should be doing, how they should think about organization problems and solutions, and what actions they should take to make the organization successful. Nevertheless, guidelines limit decision‑making and seriously undermine innovative thinking. Post-modern analysts suggest that guidelines control the dialogue that occurs in work systems. Because management determines the guidelines, management controls the discourse about what is important in the system (Townely). 


Individuals are alienated by the impersonalization of organization processes resulting from formalization and guidelines. Rigidity is fostered by rules and regulations that are designed to produce consistency and routine. Lack of discretion in making decisions leads to feelings of resistance to carrying out policies without having participated in establishing them.


Formalization, resulting from guidelines, reduces trust among individuals at different levels in the organization. Formalization often leads to hostility and opposition to programs and managers and to the deterioration of human relationships because of deference to policy statements rather than to human problems.


Most work systems have more guidelines than are good for the worker and the organization. One of the first goals to achieve in reducing the impact of the work system on workers is to eliminate as many policies, rules, regulations, and other guidelines as you can.  Be bold to begin with and let a little chaos reign, pulling in and restricting workers only as a last resort. This may take some courage, but it will be worth it.

Leadership Practices

Leadership practices consist of what a person does and says to get others, usually other members of the organization, to carry out their work. Leadership practices are the primary means by which employees discover that the organization  (a) trusts them and allows them the freedom to take risks, (b) supports them and gives them responsibility in doing their jobs, (c) openly provides accurate and adequate information about the organization, (d) attentively listens to and gets reliable and candid information from them, (e) actively consults them so that they see that their involvement is influential in decisions in the organization, and (f) has a concern for high standards and challenging work.


Leadership practices, along with other elements of the work system, help evolve a belief and value system or a climate that is called by different names, such as participatory, apathetic, supportive, hostile, invigorating, defensive, positive or negative. The negative effects of leadership practices are found primarily in the climate they create  by the way in which  (1) work is assigned,  (2) suggestions for improving efficiency are given,  (3) instructions are given for developing work skills and technical aspects of the job, and  (4) selection and placement interviews are conducted.


When leaders say and do things that others interpret as not trusting, unsupportive, hiding information, providing inaccurate and inadequate information, not being attentive to and not listening to them, failing to consult them and empower them, and encouraging low standards and inefficiency,  then climates of apathy, hostility, defensiveness, and apathy tend to develop.


Organization leaders, almost without fail, need to review their management styles to see to what extent they meet seven basic criteria. Does your leadership/management style do the following?


1. Create an atmosphere in which the people whom you supervise feel free to experiment, try out new things, and talk-back to you.


2. Encourage the people whom you supervise to think creatively, act innovatively, and have fun in the workplace.


3. Foster a climate in which employees at all levels in the organization treat one another as friends.


4. Supports the people whom you supervise by creating an attractive picture of the future, enabling and empowering them, energizing, enlivening, and stimulating them, and ensuring and confirming their decisions and behaviors.


5. Uplifts the people whom you supervise by applauding, rather than criticizing, their thinking and actions.


6. Communicates a culture of integrity, reliability, honesty, and trust.


7. Reveals a person who enjoys daily living, who seems to be in harmony with the things and people around you, and expresses tranquility and confidence.


The leader who meets these seven requirements may not feel the need to worry about whether all of the leadership roles and functions have been performed adequately. The leader whose style reflects these seven standards is a person who will be supported by those with whom he or she works. These are the new standards for new age leaders. If you do these things, you will free your people from the restraints of the work system, and they will love you for it.

Individual Worker Preferences

As Pogo, a somewhat famous comic strip character, observed at one time, "We have met the enemy and it is us."  On occasion, workers may be their own worst enemy. Worker preferences often place a strangle-hold on our ways of thinking, our decisions, our feelings, and our actions--keep us in our boxes. We build our own prisons and huff and puff and can not blow them down because they are built out of brick. 



Our beliefs, feelings, dispositions, and attributions create sets through which we see the world and our work systems. There seem to be four sets of perceptions that have a critical effect on how we respond to our work. 


The first are our perceptions of how well we are performing or doing our work;  these perceptions come from our beliefs about what we are doing, how we feel about it, what we are disposed to achieve, and what we think are the causes of both our successes and failures in the way we do our work. All of us would like to do better, and our performance perceptions are the ones that tell us how well we are doing, and encourage or discourage us from doing better.

    
The second are our perceptions of the opportunities we have in the organization;  those perceptions come from our beliefs about what we are able to do, the rewards we can and do get, the advancements we think we ought to have, and how we feel about them, what we are disposed to try to achieve, and what we think are the causes of our successes and failures in getting opportunities. All of us want to move ahead in the organization, and opportunity perceptions are the ones that facilitate and deter us from moving ahead.

     The third are our perceptions of the amount of fulfillment we experience by working in the organization;  these perceptions come from our beliefs about how the organization is allowing and encouraging us to be creative, and how innovative and imaginative and uniquely we can do our work, and how we feel about our work, what we are disposed to try to do uniquely, and what we think are the causes of our successes and failures in being innovative. Fulfillment is about working free. Fulfillment perceptions are those that give us our views about how free we are able to work.

     The fourth are our perceptions of how high our aspirations are and how well those expectations have been met;  those perceptions come from our beliefs about what we should get and are getting from the organization, how we are being treated, what we aspire to accomplish, and how we feel about those aspirations and expectations, what we are disposed to try to do to achieve our expectations, and what we think are the causes of our successes and failures in achieving our expectations. All of us want more. Perceptions of expectations give us our views about what we want more of and what we anticipate getting from the organization.

Effects of Negative Work Perceptions

 Negative work perceptions have a deleterious effect on our enthusiasm for work. Almost without exception, negative biases on all four sets of worker perceptions have a measurable impact on worker productivity in the organization in the following ways:

    
 1. Negative perceptions of performance tell workers that they are incapable of doing their work at a satisfactory level, which communicates the silent message that the worker is a failure. Discontent, distrust, and antagonism suddenly emerge to create a sullen atmosphere. These are some of the most deadly of the negative perceptions.

    
 2. Negative perceptions of opportunity tell the worker that he or she has plateaued and will not share in the benefits of being a member of the organization. Those who do not  share, lose; thus, workers view themselves as a losers. Negative perceptions of opportunity result in losses of self‑esteem, lowered aspirations, reduced commitment to the organization, less energy devoted to organization tasks, and passivity and grumbling. Negative perceptions of opportunity reveal themselves most clearly to others and actually create a mind-set in others that the worker is in fact a loser. Lost opportunity in the workplace may be the most deadly of sins.

3. Negative perceptions of fulfillment tell workers that they lack talent, have little 

creativity, and are slaves to the organization. Negative perceptions of fulfillment lead to doubts about the necessity to subordinate self to the organization and the concomitant need to sacrifice for the organization, to work hard, and to obey the rules. Ultimately, negative perceptions of fulfillment sap all creative energies and result in a dull, life-less person who is prisoner of the organization.

4. Negative perceptions of expectations tell workers that they are living useless, 

uninspired, meaningless existences. Negative perceptions of expectations lead to serious dissatisfactions with the organization, disillusionment, frustration, anger, defensiveness, insecurity, seething unrest, potentially aggressive interaction, and low morale. If other perceptions are also negative, perceptions of unmet expectations cast a dark shadow over work in the organization, resulting in a strong distaste for living and working. The organization may become abhorrent to the worker. Failed expectations are often the cause of "burnout," and can be a noxious source of virulent denunciations of the organization and the workplace.

Summary


In this chapter we described a model that is a relatively complete classification of the major elements that comprise an organization's work system. We identified five central elements: the worker, the work itself, leadership practices, organization structure, and organization guidelines, and discussed the features of each element. In addition, we analyzed the primary consequences and effects of each of the five elements on organizational effectiveness. This analysis lays the foundation for thinking about changes that might be made to avert the most serious of the negative consequences. You might even consider this a catalog of the most lethal effects of living and working in organizations. 


Notwithstanding the negative repercussions that formal organizations tend to have on workers, there are situations in which organization work is exhilarating. The routine is both comforting and stimulating. Irving Stone in his novel, The Passionate Journey, recounts just such an experience involving a young man living on the Kansas frontier who has ambitions of becoming an artist, but at the urging of his father accepts an appointment as a fledgling photographer. He goes to the studio and learns some basic photographic processes, then Stone explains that "after a few days John became enchanted with the anesthetic of routine. The more rigidly disciplined he kept that routine, the more duties and obligations he piled into it, the more completely did it serve the purpose of absorption. Since his graduation from grammar school he had lived according to inclination: when he was hungry he ate, whether it was mealtime or cold-kitchen time;  when he was tired he slept, whether it was midday or midnight; when he was able to work, he worked for as long as he was able; when he wanted company he sought out company, regardless of whom it might contain. He had been as wide open as the Kansas prairie for every wind that might arise; winds of doubt, skepticism, despair, and that worst of all enemies, the sense of meaninglessness.


"But, ah, the difference when you had to be up at six, put a tub of water on the stove for a bath, sit down with the family for breakfast at seven and walk briskly into town in order to be at the studio before eight so that you were actually working when the church chimes announced the workday;  to have so many little duties on hand that it was impossible to think about yourself, the world, its spirit or its meaning because the first thing you knew it was twelve o'clock and time for lunch because there were a series of appointments starting at one.  In the late afternoon there were the hours of retouching, crouched over pictures of odd-looking strangers, trying to make them look beautiful or charming so that they would order a quantity of the reproductions. The day's work over, one walked home quickly in order to sit down to supper, and the family fun of argument and debate that went on during the meal. The evening was short and fairly easy to get over with:  a visit, a game of chess, an hour of music with Frances, and it was time to go to bed: for one had to be up at six in order to bathe, breakfast, walk to town and stand before Ed Vail's jewelry window, gold watch in hand, making time co-ordinate itself.


"Ah, blessed anodyne! How wonderful to be free! Those who claimed that rigid routine chained a man were foolish: routine was not a chain, it was a velvet tieback" (pp. 63-64).  


Ah, blessed organization, blessed structure, blessed rules, blessed anaesthetic of routine, blessed soothing comfort of the organizational anodyne. 


But probe beneath that non-offending organizational routine and you may find layers of disillusionment, frustration, confusion, fear, and meaninglessness. Comfort with the organization may be a fraud, making all of us hypocrites, pretending to bless the organization in innocence, presenting a mask to the world that conceals our true discontent. Ah, blessed illusion. Blessed anhedonia that must be curbed to release the power of the individual, in spite of the cruel, petty, narrow consequences of the organization on each of us. 
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